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ABSTRACT
Boyschou, Melissa. M.A. The University of Memphis. May 2011. Destruction
by Fire: Interpreting the Lake of Fire Vignette from two Twenty-First Dynasty Funerary
Papyri. Major Professor: Mariam F. Ayad, Ph.D.
First mentioned in Coffin Texts spells CT 1054 and CT 1166, the ―Lake of Fire‖
motif is first illustrated in spell BD 126 of the Book of the Dead. Commonly depicted as
a pool flanked by braziers or baboons in the New Kingdom (c. 1550-1069 B.C.), a new
element emerges in the Twenty-first Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C.): blackened,
outstretched, and limp human figures are depicted inside of the lake in the funerary
papyri of Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy. This thesis attempts to contextualize these
human figures by examining the relevant iconographic, textual, archaeological, and
historical evidence. The inclusion of these figures, which represent the enemies of the
gods/king, reflects a desire to eternally annihilate them, while simultaneously providing
protection for the deceased from meeting a similar destiny.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
―But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, and
whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake
which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death.‖1
―He who would be found to have more misdeeds than good deeds [is handed over] to the
Devourer, who belongs to the lord of the netherworld. His ba is destroyed together with
his body, and he is not allowed to breathe ever again.‖2

Preserved in the final scene of the late Twenty-first Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C.)3
papyrus of Bakenmut, now in the Louvre Museum, Paris (N. 3297), is a vignette
generally identified as the ―Lake of Fire‖ from spell BD 126 of the ancient Egyptian
Book of the Dead (Fig. 1).4 Another Twenty-first Dynasty papyrus presents this scene in
an almost identical fashion. This papyrus belongs to a woman named Nestanebtawy and
was recovered from the tomb known as Bab el-Gusus at Deir el-Bahari (Fig. 2). It is
currently housed in the Egyptian Museum (Cairo S.R.VII.10651).5 Both vignettes
include very minimal text and depict a burning lake surrounded either by braziers or a

1

Revelation 21.8 (King James Version)

2

Miriam Lichtheim, ―Setne Khamwas and Si-Osire (Setne II),‖ in Ancient Egyptian Literature
Vol. 3: The Late Period (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 140 (emphasis nine).
3

Ian Shaw, ed., The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003),
485; Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban Funerary Papyri of the 11 th and 10th Centuries
B.C. (Schweiz: Universitätsverlag Freiburg, 1989), 360.
4

See Alexandre Piankoff and N. Rambova, Mythological Papyri 2 (New York: Pantheon Books,
1957), 126-128; plate 12.
5

This papyrus is briefly discussed in M. Georges Daressy, ―Provenant de la Seconde Trouvaille de
Deir El-Bahari,‖ ASAE 4 (1903), 150-155. It is also photographically documented in its entirety in
Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Nes-ta-nebet-taui,‖ accessed March 3, 2011, http://www.schott.unitrier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=503.

1

combination of braziers and baboons. Representations of stretched out black figures are
also depicted in the lake.
There is very limited previous scholarship on the Lake of Fire vignette. While the
funerary papyrus of Nestanebtawy remains unpublished, select scenes from the papyrus
of Bakenmut, including the Lake of Fire scene, have been discussed by Niwiński,
Piankoff, and Rambova.6 The Lake of Fire is also mentioned summarily and in passing
by Hornung in his work Altägyptische Höllenvorstellungen.7 The Book of the Dead was
first published by Naville and has since appeared in numerous translations, most notably,
in English, then by Raymond Faulkner and Thomas George Allen.8 None of these
previous studies include any interpretation of the human figures found in the Twenty-first
Dynasty papyri of Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy.
This thesis is concerned with identifying these decapitated figures and
determining the possible reason(s) for their presence inside the lake and how these human
figures function in this specific context. The iconographic, textual, archaeological, and
historical evidence presented in this thesis will help interpret the nature of this intriguing
scene and its overall significance.

6

Andrzej Niwiński, ―The Double Structure of the Entity. The Ancient Egyptian Conception of the
Human Being Reconsidered,‖ in Proceedings of the Fifth Central European Conference of Egyptologists.
Egypt 2009: Perspectives of Research. Pultusk 22-24 June 2009, ed. Joanna Popielska-Grzybowska
(Warsaw: Acta Archaeologica Pultuskiensia 2, 2009), 153-169; Alexandre Piankoff and N. Rambova,
Mythological Papyri 2 vols (New York: Bollingen, 1957).
7

Erik Hornung, Altägyptische Höllenvorstellungen, ASAW, Philologisch-historische Klass. Band
59, Heft 3. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1968.
8

Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2000); Thomas George Allen, The Book of the Dead or Going Forth by Day: Ideas of the Ancient
Egyptians Concerning the Hereafter as Expressed in Their Own Terms (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1974).

2

Chapter two provides a detailed description of the Lake of Fire as depicted in the
two papyri of Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy, along with a brief historical survey of its
development. The survey of these vignettes is in no way exhaustive, but the examples
gathered clearly indicate both the common aspects of the Lake of Fire and the more
complex, or atypical, features found within the scene. This chapter also discusses similar
human figures from the Narmer Palette, the Second Hour within the Book of Gates, and
the Eleventh Hour in the Amduat.
Chapter three begins with the examination of the title of a spell from the Book of
the Dead, spell BD 63B "not to be scalded in water," which seems to describe the scene
preserved in the vignettes of the Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy papyri. It then proceeds to
examine twelve Egyptian verbs and various expressions regarding destruction by burning
in order to situate "wbd," the verb used in the title of spell BD 63B in its broader context.
The terms, which are presented alphabetically, have all been variously translated as ―to
burn.‖9
Chapter four presents the archaeological evidence found at the site of Mirgissa.
Dating to the Middle Kingdom (c. 2055-1650 B.C.), the Mirgissa deposit presents the
most detailed evidence for a ritual associated with people suffering destruction by fire.
The chapter also examines the historical evidence found on the Memphis Stela of
Amenhotep II (c. 1427-1400 B.C.) in the Eighteenth Dynasty. This particular stela offers
another account that records the punishment of the king‘s enemies being burned alive in
two trenches.

9

See Raymond O. Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian (Oxford: Griffith Institute,
1962), 3 for Am, 210 for sAm, 59 for wbd, 128 for nwx, and 231 for snwx.

3

The final chapter, Chapter five, presents the conclusions of the study. It is
proposed that the black figures depicted outstretched, and sometimes decapitated in the
lake, represent the enemies of the gods, often symbolizing every foe, thus emphasizing
the importance of their destruction. From the evidence gathered, it can also be stated that
the figures inside the Lake of Fire were conceptual and reflective of the spell‘s purpose to
avoid the fate of destruction by burning, to vanquish the enemies of the gods, and to be
victorious over the forces of chaos like Re.

4

CHAPTER TWO
THE ANALYSIS OF EGYPTIAN REPRESENTATIONS DEPICTING THE
LAKE OF FIRE

The idea of a Lake of Fire is first mentioned in the Book of Two Ways Spells 1054
and 1166, but its earliest depictions are found in spell BD 126, which dates as early as the
Eighteenth Dynasty (c. 1550-1069 B.C.).1 This particular scene is included in twentytwo separate funerary papyri2 and becomes increasingly more common in the Third
Intermediate Period (c. 1069-664 B.C.).3 A detailed examination of a representative
sample of select Lake of Fire scenes from four funerary papyri of Ani,4 Neset-ta-NebetTaui,5 Tanefer,6 and Djed-Mut-iu-es-ankh7 is given in this chapter. The examples
gathered clearly indicate some common aspects of the scene, which have their distinct
differences. These common-themed representations of the Lake of Fire will be compared
to two Twenty-first Dynasty papyri belonging to Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy. The
1

Ian Shaw, ed., The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003),
484; Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1999), 13.
2

For a list of all twenty-two funerary papyri, see Appendix A: Table 1.

3

Ian Shaw, ed., The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, 485; Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian
Books of the Afterlife, xxii.
4

London, British Museum, EA 10470/33, 19th Dynasty. Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient
Egyptian Book of the Dead, 115; 118-119.
5

Cairo, Egyptian Museum, S.R.VII.11493, 21 st Dynasty. For information and illustration, see
Alexandre Piankoff and N. Rambova, Mythological Papyri 1, 93-103; papyrus no. 8.
6

Cairo, Egyptian Museum, S.R.VII.10244, 21 st Dynasty. It is photographically documented in its
entirety in Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Tanefer,‖ accessed March 3, 2011, http://www.schott.unitrier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=516.
7

Cairo, Egyptian Museum, S.R.VII.10223, 21 st Dynasty. For information and illustration, see
Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban Funerary Papyri of the 11 th and 10th Centuries B.C.,
Plate 31b. See also Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Djed-Mut-iu-es-ankh,‖ accessed March 3, 2011,
http://www.schott.uni-trier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=101.

5

Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy papyri are singled out here due to their inclusion of a
feature not seen in earlier renditions of the Lake of Fire: black human figures represented
inside the lake.

Typical Vignettes of the Lake of Fire
Providing an exceptional representation of the Lake of Fire, the Papyrus of Ani,
dating to the Nineteenth Dynasty (c. 1295-1186 B.C), depicts four cynocephalous
baboons sitting at the corners of the enclosed rectangular lake (Fig. 3). The lake is
represented schematically in an aerial view, decorated with red zigzag lines signifying
water. The baboons are painted with long blue fur on their upper torsos, closely cropped
blue fur at the bottom, and a white-lined mane shaping the solemn red face. They sit
upon their red hindquarters with their tails raised, their knees drawn to their bodies with
their hands lying upon their knees. Turning their backs away from the center of the
scene, the four baboons are oriented toward the outer edges of the lake. Their outward
orientation signifies defense and protection.8 Likewise, the baboons, as the Lake of
Fire‘s guardians, seemingly wait for the damned to approach the lake. Accompanying
these baboons are four identical red-painted braziers located at the center of each border.
Found on the Twenty-first Dynasty papyrus of Neset-ta-Nebet-Taui, the Lake of
Fire vignette is shown in an aerial perspective bordered by baboons sitting on small
platforms at the edges of the lake facing inward (Fig. 4). Four incense burners replace
the typical braziers included on the four sides of the lake closely placed next to the
8

As Fischer notes, ―[i]n attacking his adversary, either human or animal, the king usually faces
outward from the rear of the temple as though defending the divine ‗Lord of Maat‘ from the forces of
chaos.‖ Henry G. Fischer, The Orientation of Hieroglyphs Part 1: Reversals (New York: The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1977), 46.

6

baboons. On either side of the lake are also illustrations of the deceased Neset-ta-NebetTaui offering libations, which function as both offerings to the baboons and rejuvenation
to the deceased in order for her to continue on her journey through the afterlife.9 She is
dressed in a long, pleated garment, a broad collar, a long wig, and a cone of incense
placed on her head.
Tanefer also included a representation of the Lake of Fire in his Twenty-first
Dynasty papyrus (Fig. 5). The vignette displays the typical enclosed lake yet appears to
be greatly enlarged compared to previous examples, thus giving the structure more
prominence in the scene. The baboons included in this scene face inward towards each
other as they squat upon platforms, which have the shape of a cavetto cornice. This
architectural feature is commonly represented as a curved stone surface at the top of a
wall or of a door. In terms of its significance, the cavetto cornice was associated with the
divine booth, which was a cult shrine belonging to the god Anubis in order to protect the
deceased.10
In this depiction, the usual braziers are substituted with twelve identical incense
burners, which are positioned between the baboons lining each side of the lake. The
burners are equally spaced along the lateral sides of the lake, while on the top and
bottom. Incense burners are depicted with flames rising from them, and the incense
burners can substitute the brazier in scenes like the Lake of Fire. Like the brazier, their

9

Richard H. Wilkinson, Reading Egyptian Art: A Hieroglyphic Guide to Ancient Egyptian
Painting and Sculpture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1992), 204-205.
10

Dieter Arnold, The Encyclopedia of Ancient Egyptian Architecture (New York: I. B. Tauris &
Co Ltd., 2003), 46; Ibid., 70-71.

7

primary function is illumination and protection, but incense burners can also represent
destruction.11
The Lake of Fire vignette in the papyrus of the chantress of Amun Djed-Mut-iues-ankh from Thebes shows the typical representations of both baboons and braziers (Fig.
6). Yet, the vignette features two baboons facing towards each other and two braziers on
each side of the lake. This minimal vignette is comparable to the design of the Lake of
Fire vignette belonging to Ani, but the figures as well as the rest of the papyrus are drawn
in thin outline with no color or details whatsoever. As with the previous two examples,
there are no texts associated with the scene.

Bakenmut
Bakenmut, a ―Priest of Amun-Re‖ and ―God‘s Father of Khonsu in Thebes‖, also
preserved a Lake of Fire scene located at the end of his papyrus. The vignette shows a
black-lined rectangular lake enclosing four horizontal black figures, which lie flat against
a background of zigzag lines (Fig. 1). Like in previous examples, the lake has been tilted
forward so that the observer can see the figures clearly. Because the lake is seen from an
aerial perspective rather than a side view and because most cases of confrontation12 focus
on the enemies‘ punishment, it is likely that the vignette concentrates on the figures
rather than the lake.
The four figures seem to be arranged symmetrically along a central horizontal
axis, in which the background acts as the whole surface of the vignette and the figures are
11

Richard H. Wilkinson, Reading Egyptian Art, 161.

12

This may include abetting the forces of an enemy or chaos. Henry G. Fischer, The Orientation
of Hieroglyphs, 9.

8

shown floating on water. On either side of the invisible horizontal axis, the figures seem
to mirror each other. The two figures depicted on the right13 share an inward orientation
and are thus orientated toward the center of the lake, while the two on the left, are
oriented away from each other and from the center of the lake. This particular placement
results in the figures facing the lake‘s upper and lower limits. This symmetrical
orientation, as Henry Fischer indicates, is ―generally displayed on portal elements such as
door jambs, architraves and obelisks but also on stelae particularly those stelae which
have the form of false doors.‖14 Thus, this orientation created a balanced arrangement for
a scene that represents a transition from one point to another.
The four slender figures are similarly depicted in a composite perspective
common to Egyptian art.15 Yet, the artists did not try to capture their individual
appearances and personalities but sought instead to represent the nature of the figures
themselves—that is to portray four damned persons.16 In this case, it is impossible to
name the figures as each has lost his identity as an individual and been subsumed into the
larger entity of a damned soul. Their elongated, egg-shaped heads are shown in profile,
while an over-sized white eye, depicted frontally, occupies the larger portion of the side
of the face. Their square shoulders are shown frontally, while their limbs and buttocks
are shown in profile. The bodies are naked and shapeless, distinguished only by a
suggestive line shown perpendicularly to their bodies at the pelvic region implying their
male gender. The absence of protruding breasts further confirms their gender identity.
13

Left and right with respect to the viewer.

14

Henry G. Fischer, The Orientation of Hieroglyphs, 9.

15

Gay Robins, The Art of Ancient Egypt (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 21.

16

See discussion below in the section regarding atypical features.

9

The two human figures depicted to the right of the scene have their legs, which are
further from the viewer, step forward, which indicates that in Egyptian art these figures
are standing.17 In contrast, the legs of the figures on the left are relaxed or flexed, which
is also seen in sleeping postures or fallen enemy motifs. One figure‘s foot overlaps with
the top left edge of the lake emphasizing the movement of the human figures inside the
lake.18
Lining the upper and lower limits of the lake are nine identical representations of
ignited braziers, four of which are inverted along the lower limits of the lake.19 Each one
is rendered frontally and equally spaced. Stylized curved lines represent the flame or
smoke issuing from each brazier. Arranged around a central vertical axis, the braziers‘
placement around the lake seemingly folds out. Eight braziers face away from the center
of the lake. The ninth is a miniature brazier depicted between two middle braziers shown
along the upper limit of the lake. As Schäfer points out, the surface does not actually fold
out, but rather the artist finds a single view that adequately demonstrates its content(s).20
This, in turn, gives the impression of a lake engulfed in flames. Additionally, between
the top right two braziers is a grouping of hieroglyphs translating as dwAt or
―Underworld,‖ whereas flat horizontal lines fill the space between the five remaining
braziers translating as mw ―water.‖ These captions help identify the location where this
vignette is taking place.

17

Heindrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art, ed. Emma Brunner-Traut, trans. John Baines
(Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1986), 293.
18

This overlap may also be because of a drawing mistake.

19

Ibid., 247-250.

20

Ibid., 100.

10

Nestanebtawy
The papyrus belonging to the woman Nestanebtawy, who bears the title ―Lady of
the house,‖ has specific features similar to Bakenmut‘s, including the symmetrical layout
of the lake, the black human figures lying flat against the zigzag lines, and the braziers
(Fig. 2). Differences between the two scenes are also apparent. Unlike the previous
vignette, only two horizontal headless human figures are depicted within the lake. Their
particular placement in the lake suggests that the figures are arranged symmetrically
along a central vertical axis rather than a horizontal axis. Though the bodies do not
touch, the human figures are placed near one another. The space between them overlaps
in a manner similar to the beheaded corpses from the Narmer Palette (c. 3200-3000 B.C.),
which ―are spread out like game.‖21 Both face towards the upper limits of the lake
maintaining the dominant rightward orientation.22
The slender human figures are also depicted differently compared to Bakenmut‘s
vignette. Although the papyrus is slightly damaged,23 the figures are clearly missing their
heads, but their gender can still be distinguished. The figure illustrated on the lower right
maintains the same male features as those in the previous example, yet the figure on the
upper left possesses features more characteristic of a woman. She wears a long tightfitting dress, which emphasizes her womanly figure and the presence of protruding
breasts confirms her female identity.

21

Heinrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art, 190. For more information regarding rising forms
which indicate distance without recourse to overlapping, see Heinrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art,
189-198.
22

Henry G. Fischer, The Orientation of Hieroglyphs, 6-8.

23

There is no indication whether the damage was done recently or in antiquity.

11

One of the most obvious and important differences between the two papyri relates
to the addition of baboons. In the papyrus of Nestanebtawy, the four baboons sit at the
four corners of the lake facing away from the central vertical axis. Additionally, four
identical red braziers line the middle of the upper and lower limits of the lake.
Also different is the fact that the baboons and braziers are much larger in relation
to the figures and the rest of this vignette. The relative size of different figures in this
vignette suggests that the artists were more interested in the baboons and braziers rather
than the figures. For this reason, the baboons were perhaps meant to convey a certain
power and authority over their counterparts by depicting the baboons, braziers, and
beheaded figures together. The relative size can also be explained for artistic reasons.24

Common Elements
The main motifs found in the Lake of Fire vignettes include one or all of the
following elements: an enclosed lake, braziers or incense burners, and baboons. For
both the living and the dead, the lake or pool in ancient Egypt served as a location for
providing water. Water was needed for sustenance, rejuvenation, and purification. Based
on Egyptian mythology, water was also a symbol for creation, because of its association
of the primeval waters of the Primeval Time (sp tpy = ―first time‖).25 In pictorial
representations, the lake or pool is designed as a symmetrical plan along an invisible
central axis that divides the plan vertically.

24

For more information regarding different scales in one vignette in ancient Egyptian art, see
Heinrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art, 230-234.
25

Reinhard Grieshammer, ―Nun,‖ LÄ 4 (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1982), 534-535.

12

The brazier can be described as a portable metal container taking the form of an
upright stand with a stylized representation of an emerging flame. Used for holding
burning coals as well as fires, it functioned as a source for light, heat, and cooking. In the
ancient Egyptian language, the brazier is also used as a determinative for all words
concerning the different aspects of heat and fire, including
―flame,‖

rkH ―heat,‖ and

xt ―fire,‖

sDt

srf ―temperature.‖26 Because fire appears to

have a life of its own, fire suggests the symbol of life as seen with kindling a new flame
and the sun itself. Yet, it also is associated with destruction and incineration as will be
discussed in Chapter Three. Thus, it seems likely that the brazier can provide or sustain
life, or the brazier can completely destroy any element.
The baboons are perhaps the most important of these three elements. As
discussed in more detail in Chapter Five, baboons can be described as either being
passive or aggressive towards the deceased. This meant that they were to protect a
specific location or person and to punish those who attempted to cause disruption against
the object they were meant to protect. According to Lother Störk, baboons were viewed
as dangerous creatures sometimes associated with Seth, the god of chaos and confusion,
because of their temperaments and aggressive behavior. However, baboons as protectors
were also sacred to Thoth, the god of writing and wisdom.27 They are also observed
greeting the rising sun with loud barks and are accordingly associated with the sun god,

26

Alan Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1957), 500.

27

Lother Störk, ―Pavian,‖ in LÄ 4 (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1982), 915-920. See also
Dieter Kessler, ―Monkeys and Baboons,‖ in Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt 2 (Cairo: American
University in Cairo Press, 2001), 428-432.

13

Re.28 Illustrations of the lake in the vignettes with the baboons are significant because
they illustrate the dwelling place for the baboons in the Underworld.

Atypical Element
From the above discussion, we are able to see that the Lake of Fire vignettes from
the Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy papyri are more complex due to the addition of the
black human figures than the typical scenes preceding them. By the way in which the
human figures are represented, these figures are comparable to the fallen enemies in the
Narmer Palette, the ―Weary Ones‖ from the Second Hour in the Book of Gates, and the
enemies in the bottom register of the Eleventh Hour in the Amduat. The obverse side of
the Narmer Palette depicts a scene showing the king and his attendants inspecting two
rows of conquered enemies (Fig. 7). These figures are all naked, bound, and decapitated.
Except for the bottom left figure, their heads and phalluses are also placed in between
each of their legs.29 As previously stated above, the enemies are spaced equally apart in a
supine position oriented towards the upper limits of the register.
The motif of human figures also appears in the lower register of the Second Hour
in the Book of Gates (Fig. 8). Identified as the

nnyw ―Weary Ones,‖ the

four figures are depicted lying next to one another. Two of the figures face towards the
top of the register while the figures located on the upper right and bottom left turn their

28

Stephen Quirke, The Cult of Ra: Sun Worship in Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson
Ltd., 2001), 47-48.
29

Vivian Davies and Renee Friedman, ―The Narmer Palette: An Overlooked Detail,‖ in Egyptian
Museum Collections around the World, ed. Mamdouh Eldamaty and Mai Trad (Cairo: American
University in Cairo Press, 2002), 243-246.
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heads towards the bottom of the register, illustrating the head is turned around.30 These
figures are also clearly depicted in detail. Each is traditionally dressed in a pleated white
kilt tied at the waist and wears a shoulder-length black wig. The Weary Ones may
represent tired persons waiting for Re to rejuvenate them. In the Coffin Texts, the Weary
Ones are identified as those who are caught by fishermen.31 In the Book of Gates, the
Weary Ones can be described as either the cardinal points or even the damned.32 Further
in the text, the Weary Ones are identified as the blessed dead in water that wait for Re to
awaken them. 33
Additionally, similar human figures may be found in the Amduat. Originally
titled the Book of the Hidden Chamber, the Amduat (―that which is in the Duat‖) is
described as the first completely illustrated book in which the texts and vignettes
complement one another. As depicted in the tombs of Tuthmosis III (c. 1479-1425 B.C.)
and Ramesses III (c. 1184-1153 B.C.),34 the texts constantly reference the illustrations.

30

Heinrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art, 214.

31

Christian Leitz, Lexikon der Ägyptischen Götter und Götterbezeichnungen 4 (Leuven:
Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 2002), 249-250.
32

The Book of Gates does not explain what occurs here, but according to Erik Hornung, the
Weary Ones, being depicted alongside the enemies, indicate that the cardinal points need to be rejuvenated.
Unfortunately, he does not further elucidate this role, thus leaving the reader wondering its actual
significance. Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 59.
33

Christian Leitz, Lexikon der Ägyptischen Götter und Götterbezeichnungen, 249-250.

34

The Amduat is first attested in the reign of Hatshepsut (c. 1473-1458 B.C.) or Tuthmosis III
during the Eighteenth Dynasty. According to Hartwig Altenmüller, the composition originated ―perhaps to
the Old Kingdom.‖ Hornung, however, argues that ―such a detailed description of the netherworld, with its
quantity of illustrations, is entirely unimaginable for the Old Kingdom and highly unlikely even for the
Middle Kingdom.‖ In any case, our earliest and most complete copies of the Amduat are attested to
Tuthmosis III and Useramun, the first of Tuthmosis III‘s viziers. From this time until the reign of
Ramesses III of the Twentieth Dynasty every royal tomb exhibited extensive portions from this
composition. It was not until the latter part of the Twenty-first Dynasty that the priests of Amun adopted it
for their coffins and papyri, and the composition became more accessible. Erik Hornung, The Ancient
Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 27-30.
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The content emphasizes the journey of the sun god through the twelve hours of the night,
thus allowing him to become resurrected and rejuvenated in the final hour of the night at
dawn.
The layout of the book consists of twelve major divisions, corresponding to the
twelve hours of the night, with three registers each, which are to be read and interpreted
from left to right.35 Each hourly scene follows classical Egyptian tradition in which its
figures stand on a baseline corresponding to the panel‘s lower edge of the register. Yet,
the scene does break slightly from classical convention of detailed figures. Compared to
figures found in earlier scenes like those within the Book of the Dead, the figures in the
Amduat are much more linear and almost stick-like. The top register illustrates general
phenomena associated with the heavens. The middle register emphasizes the central
theme of the hour specifically focusing on the journey of the solar barque through the
Underworld. The bottom register further represents a theme specific to that hour.
Essentially, the Amduat provides the deceased with the requisite knowledge needed for
safe passage through the netherworld, just as the sun god does every night.36
For our purposes, the Eleventh Hour provides clues towards understanding the
Lake of Fire scenes. The Eleventh Hour‘s overall function was to prepare for the coming
of the sunrise. This meant the destruction of all evil forces that may hinder the sun god,
and by extension the deceased, from being reborn. These evil forces are generally
confined to the bottom register of the hour.

35

Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 32; Nadette Hoffmann, ―Reading the
Amduat,‖ ZÄS 123 (1996): 29.
36

Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 32-34.
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In the beginning of the bottom register (Fig. 9), a falcon-headed man identified as
Horus is depicted oriented towards the right. The deity wears a kilt and a solar disk atop
his long wig. He leans forward on a long staff with his left hand, while holding in his
right hand, a short scepter.37 In front of Horus is a snake, labeled as

sti HH ―who

burns millions,‖ shown balancing on his tail, as he spits his venom forward in a
downward curve.38 In front of Horus and the serpent are six oval-shaped pits. The pits
are not sunk below the baseline but are placed on top of it. They are tilted forward,
allowing the viewer to examine their contents clearly.39 In the first and second pits,
fallen enemies (xftiw) are depicted in the shape of the determinative

, with an axe

cutting through his skull.40 It is interesting to note here that the text within the second pit
XAw, the term used for corpses, yet the illustration represents xftiw.

reads as
The third pit holds the

bAw, which are generally portrayed as human-headed

birds and are identified as one of the five elements needed for an individual to exist.41
The Swt, defined as shadows, are illustrated as sun-shades or fans

within the

37

Following Geraldine Pinch, this scepter may demonstrate a short snake-shaped wand, which
denotes protection from evil or demons that would cause harm. For more information on wands, see
Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994), 11.
38

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat: Die Schrift des Verborgenen Raumes 1 (Wiesbaden:
Ägyptologische Abhandlungen, 1963), 190.
39

Heindrich Schäfer, Principles of Egyptian Art, 124.

40

According to Alan Gardiner, the determinative is designated as A14. Alan H. Gardiner,
Egyptian Grammar, 443.
41

For more information concerning the ba, refer to Chapter Three. See also James P. Allen,
Middle Egyptian (Cambridge: University Press, 2001), 79; Louis Žabkar, ―Ba,‖ in Lexikon der
Ägyptologie, vol. I, ed. Wolfgang Helck and Eberhard Otto (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1975), cols. 588590; Jan Assmann, Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt, trans. David Lorton (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2005), 89-96.
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fourth pit, while the

tpw or heads are in the fifth pit. In the sixth pit are four
sxdw

upside-down human figures with outstretched arms, which indicate the
or ―the fallen.‖42

Just behind the first five pits are five deities.43 All are identically clad in long
close-fitting garments with shoulder straps, and all are wearing long wigs. Their faces
are relatively uniform, distinguished only by the lioness face belonging to the first deity.
They each brandish a knife in one hand. Like the serpent facing them, these women spit
downward into the pits, which is illustrated by means of the dots from their mouths to the
pits.
Complementing the illustrations, the texts of the bottom register clarify the
identity of the main figures and how they act within the bottom register. At the end of
the description, the falcon-headed deity is identified as Horus, or

Hr dwAt,

―Horus of the Duat.‖44 In the Pyramid Texts, the sun god Re received this title after he
descended into the Underworld and united with Osiris, the lord of the underworld. It was
thought that when both Osiris and Re united, the sun god, now depicted as Khepri,
received new life and would be reborn as Osiris in the form of his son, Horus.45 Here at
the beginning of the scene, Horus orders the destruction of his father‘s enemies, stating:

42

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat 1, 190.

43

See discussion concerning demons in conclusions.

44

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat 1, 189.

45

For more information regarding Horus, see Wolfgang Schenkel, ―Horus,‖ in Lexikon der
Ägyptologie, vol. III, ed. Wolfgang Helck and Eberhard Otto (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1980), cols. 1425. See also Spell 537 in James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts (Atlanta: Society of
Biblical Literature, 2005), 9; 117.
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nik.n XAwt.Tn m nikyt bA.n bAw.Tn hbt.n Swt.Tn isq.n tpw.Tn
n xpr.Tn sxd.Tn Ts.Tn xr.n.Tn m Had.Tn
n bn.Tn n dA.Tn
Your (pl.) corpses cut up with the knife. Your souls destroyed. Your shadows
crushed. Your heads cut off.
You all did not exist. You all are upside down. You all rise (after) you fell into
your pits.
You all cannot escape. You all do not reach out.46
The text does not mention the responses of these fallen enemies thus reducing them to
inanimate objects and not as human beings. Though Horus renders them as objects, the
enemies still retain the labels of those who are being punished. The enemies are
identified as the
XAwt xftiw HAw mtiw sxdw intw Smtw aqt ―the corpses of the
enemies, the bodies of the dead, the fallen, who are restrained from walking.‖ The
writings above and inside the pits clarify the nuance, thus highlighting the significance of
punishing the enemies and restoring order. In the pits from left to right, the terms are
depicted as xftiw ―enemies,‖ XAw ―corpses,‖ bAw ―souls,‖ Swt ―shadows,‖ tpw ―heads,‖
and sxdw ―the fallen.‖ Of the six pits previously mentioned, four are repeated from
Horus‘ initial orders: XAw ―corpses,‖ bAw ―souls,‖ Swt ―shadows,‖ and tpw ―heads.‖
As stated previously, there are five female deities that stand next to the first five
Hrt kttwt.s ―She who is above her

pits. These deities are labeled as
46

Author‘s transcription and translation. The hieroglyphs may be found in Erik Hornung, Das
Amduat 1, 188-189.

19

cauldrons,‖
―Injuries,‖47

Hrt HAw.s ―She who is above her pits,‖

nknit

Hrt nmwt.s ―She who is above her slaughterhouse,‖ and

Hrt sfw.s ―She who is above her knives.‖48
Overall, this particular scene identifies the punishers as the female deities and the
serpent deity, who carry out the last punishments before sunrise. Horus, who oversees
the punishment and acts as a judge, condemns the enemies to their destruction. This
scene also especially highlights the enemies and their destruction by fire. Yet, the
importance here is not only who is being punished, but why they are located in this hour.
With their destruction, the sun god may rise again, allowing for a new day to begin and
creating new life.

Conclusions
The New Kingdom (c. 1550-1069 B.C.) through the Third Intermediate Period
provided at least twenty-two distinct, yet similar representations of the Lake of Fire
within funerary papyri. Each preserved the common motifs of an enclosed lake
surrounded by both baboons and braziers/incense burners. Only the floating figures were
new in the Twenty-first Dynasty papyri, yet this variation was short-lived since to date
there seems to be no other papyri with this particular layout of the scene. Comparing the
human black figures to similar figures depicted in other texts such as the Narmer Palette,
the Book of the Gates, and the bottom register of the Eleventh Hour in the Amduat

47

Tuthmosis III and Ramesses VI alternatively use
Hornung, Das Amduat 1, 190.
48

nkyt defined as ―The punisher.‖ Erik

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat: Die Schrift des Verborgenen Raumes 1, 190.
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identifies these human figures in the Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy papyri as the enemies
of the gods. Yet, how do these human figures function in the Lake of Fire scene? To
answer this question and to understand this new motif further, it is important to examine
the other texts associated with the Lake of Fire vignette and destruction by burning.
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CHAPTER THREE
DESTRUCTION BY BURNING: THE ANALYSIS OF EGYPTIAN
EXPRESSIONS THAT DENOTE BURNING
Spell 63B

r n tm wbd m mw
―Spell for not being scalded with water‖
―I am that equipped oar with which Re is rowed when the Old Ones are rowed and the
efflux of Osiris is upraised at the Lake of Flames which does not burn, I have climbed in
the sunshine. O Khnum who is in charge of whips, come, cut away the bonds from him
who travels on this road on which I have ascended.‖1

When examining ancient Egyptian texts associated the Lake of Fire, spell BD 63B
seems to be the only text demonstrating this general idea of destruction by burning in
water even though it has its own vignette. Yet, it is important to bear in mind that there
were other terms associated with the overall meaning of destruction by burning. This
chapter examines closely these terms in context in order to understand the Egyptian
concept of destruction by burning.
Previous scholars, such as Zandee, Hornung, Leahy, and Morschauser, have
recognized the importance of destruction by burning, yet none of their studies provided a
detailed examination of terms meaning ―to burn,‖ its idioms, or expressions.2 A selection

1

Raymond O. Faulkner, ―Spell 63B: Spell for not being scalded with water,‖ in The Ancient
Egyptian Book of the Dead, 69.
2

Zandee is perhaps the closest in his analysis of incineration, but he only lists examples, provides
a one to two sentence ―explanation,‖ then proceeds to the next term. Jan Zandee, Death as an Enemy,
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1960. Erik Hornung, Altägyptische Höllenvorstellungen, ASAW, Philologischhistorische Klass. Band 59, Heft 3. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1968. Anthony Leahy, ―Death by Fire in
Ancient Egypt,‖ Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 27, no. 2 (1984).Scott
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of such terms and expressions are surveyed in this chapter in order to reach a better
understanding of the Lake of Fire. Presented here in alphabetical order, the terms, which
include Am/sAm, Asb, wbd, wsh, nwx/snwx, ns, rkH, ss, sti, and DAf and other idioms and
expressions such as wnm and rdi xt im.f are examined, both synchronically and
diachronically. This chapter examines how such terms are used in religious, magical, and
literary texts.3 The chapter concludes with a discussion of the fear inherent in the ancient
Egyptian culture of being totally annihilated.

Analysis of terms concerning incineration
The following analysis includes three sets of terms or phrases dealing with
burning or incineration. The first set of verbs will be dealing with the verb ―to burn‖ and
will include a discussion of ten different verbs. Following this, two verbs meaning ―to
consume‖ are presented. Finally, the phrase ―to place fire in/on‖ is examined.

“To burn”4
1.1. Am/sAm

Amm.f xfty ra
―May he (Apep) burn before Re.‖5
Morschauser, Threat-Formulae in Ancient Egypt: A Study of the History, Structure, and Use of Threats
and Curses in Ancient Egypt (Baltimore: Halgo, Inc., 1991), 96-102.
3

Some of the religious examples are used from Jan Zandee‘s Death as an Enemy, but there are
numerous other examples gathered from other sources including Robert Ritner, the Wörterbuch, among
others.
4

Some examples include multiple terms, so they will be identified as such in their respective
sections. The terms will be separated and clarified within Appendix B.
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mtn bA.i Hr tht.i n sDm.n.i n.f Hr sTA.i r mt
n iit.<i> n.f Hr xAa Hr xt r smAmt
―Behold, my soul is leading me astray, but I do not listen to it, dragging me to death,
<I>6 have not come to it, to throw <me> in fire in order to burn up.‖7

Am.tn xftyw xpri
―May you (pl.) burn, O enemies of Khepri.‖8

nsw anx-irw r.sn Am.f sn
―The flames of the Ankh-irw9 are against them so that he may burn them.‖10

5

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind (Brussels: Bibliotheca Aegyptiaca, 1933), 46

line 23/7.
6

Following Faulkner‘s translation, the first person singular suffix pronoun is omitted here.
However, it is not omitted in line 19. Thus, the i could have been left out by mistake.
7

Raymond O. Faulkner, ―The Man Who Was Tired of Life,‖ JEA 42 (December 1956), 22.

8

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2 (Cairo: Mémories
publiés par les members de l‘Institut Français d‘Archéologie Orientale, 1932), 45 line 216.
9

anx-irw ―He (who is) with living figures‖ is mentioned as a snake who normally surrounds a
seated Osiris on three sides in the Amduat. In relation to the deceased, he burns the enemies of Osiris with
his flames. Christian Leitz, Lexikon der Ägyptischen Götter und Götterbezeichnungen 2 (Leuven:
Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 2002), 137.
10

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 47 line 22-23.
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ntsn aHa Hr knt mt m dwAt irt.sn pi11 sAmt XAt mt m hh
n r.sn m Xrt ra
―They are the ones who attend to punishing the dead in the Underworld. What they do is
burning the corpses of the dead with12 the red-hot breadth of their mouth as a daily13
task.‖14

ntsn rkH wAwAt r sAmt xftyw nw ra.sn
―They are the ones who light the fire in order to burn the enemies of Re.‖15

ds sAm mtyw
―The cutting one that burns the dead.‖16

stt.sn sdt sxpr.sn Am.tw xftyw m imy-tpw sfw.sn
―They kindle flames, bringing about the enemies who will burn17 at the tips18 of their
knives.‖19

11

The word pi can be defined as an older form of the demonstrative pronoun pw used in nominal
sentences. Adolf Erman and H. Grapow, Wörterbuch der ägyptischen Sprache, 1 (Berlin: AkademieVerlag, 1971), 201, 1. It will be from this point onwards as WB, volume, page then number; James P.
Allen, Middle Egyptian, 75.
12

―By means of‖-m of means; James P. Allen, Middle Egyptian, 84.

13

WB III 391, 11.

14

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 32 line 63.

15

Ibid., 12 line 192-194.

16

Ibid., 60 line 226.
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irt.sn pi sAmt xftyw.f
―What they do is burning his enemies.‖20

snm.t iwfw.f Am.t qsw.f nn gm.tw ssfy m Dt.f21
―May you consume22 his23flesh. May you burn his bones so that no one will find his
ashes in its eternity.‖24
Am and its s-causative form sAm are perhaps the most common terms referring to
the verb ―to burn.‖ The term appears in the Middle Kingdom (c. 2055-1650 B.C.) and
continues in use in later periods as well. Both could be used as an intransitive verb, i.e.

17

This verb Am.tw can be translated in different ways. First, it may be taken as a present passive
circumstantial sDm.tw.f. Thus, it can be translated as ―the enemies are burned.‖ See James E. Hoch,
Middle Egyptian Grammar (Mississauga: Benben Publications, 1997), 45. Another variation may be a
circumstantial sDm.f with an object while translating the tw as ―one.‖ This variation is translated as ―One
burns the enemies.‖ See James E. Hoch, Middle Egyptian Grammar, 11. The final form may be the future
active participle sDm.ty.fy construction. As such this translates as ―the enemies who will burn.‖ This form
modifies the enemies and agrees in gender and case. Thus, it seems more likely the future active participle
is used in the example above. See James E. Hoch, Middle Egyptian Grammar, 139.
18

WB V 264, 7.

19

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 19 line 148-150.

20

Erik Hornung, Das Amduat: die Schrift des verborgenen Raumes / hrsg. nach Texten aus den
Gräbern des Neuen Reiches (Harrassowitz: Wiesbaden 1963–1967), 92.
21

WB V 505, 18.

22

The t here refers to a serpent deity named in the previous line

23

The suffix pronoun f refers to the god Seth.

24

Siegfried Schott, Urkunden mythologischen Inhalts, 51 line 15-16.

26

Wenwet.

not taking a direct object,25 as an adjective-verb26 meaning ―to be burnt,‖ or as a
transitive verb referring the act of burning something.27 In the Amduat, Am/sAm is used in
conjunction with various deities, male and female, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic,
most notably serpent deities. In such instances, the deities perform the action of burning
in combination with cutting up the god‘s enemies. This combination accentuates the total
destruction of those who are enemies of the gods. In another example, the doer may be a
wab-priest. Literally meaning the ―pure one,‖ holders of this most common, and entrylevel priestly position, carried out various duties including cleansing the temple, lighting
the incense burner in the daily cult ritual, and reciting certain spells.28 Another example
shows the doer of this action was the ba-soul of a man who threatened to punish his body.
Generally, the receivers of the action are consistently the enemies of Re or
Khepri,29 such as Seth and the serpent demon Apep (Apophis). The only exception to
this pattern is a man whose body was threatened by his spirit. However, if the man‘s
body is fighting with his spirit they would be, in fact, enemies of one another, thus
allowing the pattern to be maintained.30 The dispute between a man and his ba also
demonstrates the wider concept of the eternal struggle between the spirit and the body.

25

WB I 10, 2; WB III 18, 8-9.

26

James E. Hoch, Middle Egyptian Grammar, 93.

27

WB I 10, 3.

28

John Gee, ―Prophets, Initiation and the Egyptian Temple,‖ Journal of the Society for the Study
of Egyptian Antiquities 31 (2004): 98.
29

By the New Kingdom, Khepri became incorporated with the Re. During his travels through the
underworld, Re merged with his body which, in turn, led to his rejuvenation. At dawn in the form of
Khepri, the sun god became reborn, emphasizing the link between the ba and the body. John H. Taylor,
Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), 29.
30

Raymond O. Faulkner, ―The Man Who Was Tired of Life,‖ 22.
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1.2. Asb

Asb Hr pr m xtxt
―The Burning-of-face, who goes out retreating.‖31
The term Asb is only defined as ―to burn.‖32 In this context, Asb Hr is constructed
as an adjectival phrase known as the nfr Hr construction, here used as a noun.33 Although
only a few examples survive, the term is attested from both Middle Kingdom and New
Kingdom texts. In such examples, the doer of the action, Asb Hr ―He of a burning face,‖
is only mentioned in the Coffin Texts and the Book of the Dead.34 Since there is no
further context provided about this entity, a general definition of burning is used.

1.3. wbd

ir rf nty Tw nb r gmt.f m Xn(w) nA n wDw msA wab rH ntf xrt wbd.t(w).f
―If, moreover, whoever shall be found within these stelae, except a priest knowledgeable
in the execution of his duty, he shall be scalded.‖35
31

This specific example forms the name of a specific deity. The translation ―Burning-of-face‖
may also mean anger, glowing, feverish. However, the author translates as close to the hieroglyphs as
possible, thus the above translation is used. Adriaan De Buck, The Egyptian Coffin Texts 4 (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1938), 270, line b. Christian Leitz, Lexikon der Ägyptischen Götter und
Götterbezeichnungen 1 (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 2002), 80.
32

WB I 20, 18.

33

James P. Allen, Middle Egyptian, 61.

34

For reference to the Coffin Texts, refer to footnote 31. For reference to the Book of the Dead,
see Thomas George Allen, The Book of the Dead or Going Forth by Day: Ideas of the Ancient Egyptians
Concerning the Hereafter as Expressed in Their Own Terms (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1974), Spell 17. Also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by
Day (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1994), Plate 31 line 8.
35

D. Randall-MacIver, A.C. Mace, and F. Ll. Griffith, El Amrah and Abydos (London: Kegan
Paul, Trench, Trüber & Co., Ltd., 1902), Plate XXIX line 5-6.
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iw.i rx.kwi Tn rx.kwi rn.T rx.kwi ntt m Xnw.T wHmt dsw wbdt sbiw Hnwt nt sbxt nbt
―I know you (f.) and I know your (f.) name, and I know that which is inside you, ‗She
who repeats the cuttings, and scalds the rebels, mistress of all gates.‘‖36

r n tm wbd m mw
―A spell for not being scalding in water.‖37
Wbd, a verb commonly found in medical texts, has the meaning of ―to heat
(something, generally, a liquid)‖ or ―to scald.‖38 In other texts, especially in New
Kingdom religious texts like the Book of the Dead, when wbd is used, it is usually found
in connection with something being destroyed through fire, especially the incineration of
fire victims, enemies, and parts of enemies.39 Lorton, however, translates wbd as ―to
brand.‖ In the Papyrus Westcar, the context is a story of an adulterous affair where the
husband punishes the guilty man by magically causing him to be consumed by a
crocodile of wax, while king Neb-ka deals with the adulterous wife. In Lorton‘s

36

See also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by

Day, 121.
37

Edouard Naville, Das Aegyptische Todtenbuch Der XVIII. Bis XX. Dynastie 1 (Berlin: Verlag
von A. Asher & Co., 1886), Pl. LXXIV line 1.
38

WB I 297, 2.

39

WB I 297, 3-4.

29

translation, the wife is branded, which implies a lesser form of punishment.40 Other
scholars, such as Leahy, have interpreted this passage to mean her complete destruction
by fire. In his essay ―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt,‖ Leahy argues that Lorton
intentionally ignored other evidence indicative of burning. Moreover, Lorton‘s reference
from the Twenty-Second Dynasty (c. 944-715 B.C.) ―Chronicle of Prince Osorkon‖ does
not literally quote the term wbd.41 From the evidence presented in this example, Leahy‘s
argument that wbd refers to ―burning‖ rather than ―branding‖ seems convincing.
Different patterns emerge when examining the examples cited above. The doer of the
action is a king, a female deity, or is unspecified. The recipients of wbd are typically
either men or rebels receiving punishment for crimes including sacrilege. The verb is
also used in order to prevent the deceased‘s destruction.

1.4. wsh
Depending on the semantic determinative used, the trilateral verb wsh, can either
mean ―to slaughter‖ or ―to burn.‖42 When the knife determinative is utilized, the verb
refers to slaughtering enemies or erasing evil.43 However, when the brazier or incense-

40

David Lorton, ―The Treatment of Criminals in Ancient Egypt Through the New Kingdom,‖
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 20: 1 (1977): 18. In that, Lorton follows
Breasted‘s translations in Ancient Records I, 330.
41

Anthony Leahy, ―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt,‖ 199; For more information regarding the
Chronicle of Prince Osorkon, refer to Ricardo A. Caminos, The Chronicle of Prince Osorkon (Roma:
Analecta Orientalia, 1958), 71-73.
42

The determinative for ―to slaughter‖ is represented as T30 while the determinative indicating ―to
burn‖ is Q7. WB I 364, 6-10.
43

WB I 364, 7-8.
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burner determinative is used, wsh means to ―burn (evil)‖ or simply ―to burn.‖44 As seen
in Am, this combination of cutting and burning is again emphasized.
In most of the textual examples, like

wsh.tn mds.tn

―You will be burnt. You will be cut down,‖45 wsh is performed by a human. In the
example cited above, it is the speaker, the wab-priest, performing the action of wsh
against Apep, the serpent demon who opposes Amun-Re during his nightly journey
through the netherworld.46 In this context, wsh is found only in the New Kingdom and
later, including Ptolemaic, texts.47

1.5. nwx/snwx

iw rf snwx.n.i tw iw rf sHm.n.i tw
―Moreover, I have burned48 you, moreover I have annihilated you.‖49
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WB I 364, 9-10.

45

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 52 line 25/6.

46

Any inferences based on this word, though, may change due to further research and further

examples.
47

WB I 364, 9.

48

Though a t appears within the hieroglyphs
, this t does not have a specific function
within the sentence. This is typical within Late Egyptian words, thus it can be ignored within the
transliteration and translation. If the t is ignored in other examples, specifically from the The Papyrus
Bremner-Rhind, this same rule may apply. Friedrich Junge, Late Egyptian Grammar: An Introduction,
trans. David Warburton (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 2001), 17.
49

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 45 line 23/3.
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snwx pw m xt nt xsAw
―It is he who burns in a fire of bryony.‖50

Hr-sA rn n app snwxt m xt nt xsAw
―Afterwards, the name of Apep is burning in a fire of bryony.‖51

n axm.i n nwx.i
―I did not destroy. I did not burn.‖52

n awg.i nn nwx.i
―I did not desiccate (and therefore) I will not be burned.‖53
As with Am, nwx and snwx are first attested in the Middle Kingdom and continue
in use into the Ptolemaic period. Acting both transitively and intransitively, the two
verbs occur in a variety of contexts, resulting in a translation of ―to burn,‖ or ―to singe.‖54

50

This phrase refers to the ritual burning of a wax figure of Apep being burnt in bryony. The
plant is more commonly known as white bryony, Bryonia dioica, which is not to be confused with black
bryony, Tarmus communis L. White bryony is a vigorous perennial herb that grows wild in the
Mediterranean. The plant is highly poisonous, but in smaller amounts it may be used for medicinal
purposes such as bladder disorders and headaches. Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 46
line 23/10; For more information pertaining to bryony, refer to Lise Manniche, An Ancient Egyptian Herbal
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989), 81-82.
51

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 56 line 26/4.

52

Adriaan De Buck, The Egyptian Coffin Texts 5, 12 line d.

53

Edouard Naville, Das Aegyptische Todtenbuch, Plate LXXIII, line 3.
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WB III 157, 10-11.
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The latter is found particularly in medical texts and is used with substances needing
heating or simmering.55 In some examples, the speaker is clearly identified as a priest
who performs a ritual designed to punish the serpent demon Apep, who attempts to
prevent Re from completing his nightly journey. Once Apep was punished and
destroyed, Re could continue his journey and be reborn. In other examples, there is no
indication of whom or what is being destroyed. These instances show that the speaker,
often identified as the deceased, is attempting to avoid punishment through the use of
these spells provided to him.

1.6. ns

nn ns wi gmmw wr
―The finders of the Great One will not burn me.‖56
Although the term ns is commonly applied to ―fire‖57 there is at least one
example, shown above, where the term is employed as the verb ―to burn,‖ or ―to set
(someone/something) on fire.‖ As a verb, it may act intransitively, for example when it is
used to describe burning flame, a fire-breathing serpent, or a feverish patient.58 The
finders of the Great One are supposed to carry out punishment to the enemies of the Great
One, but in this instance they do not because the deceased, i.e. the possible receiver of the
55

WB III 157, 17.

56

Adriaan De Buck, The Egyptian Coffin Texts 3, 337 line f.

57

Here the term is indicated as a variant nsr. Among its many descriptions, ns or nsr is defined as
fire of the mouth, eyes, god or of a snake. Also, it may be an inflammation. WB II 335, 13.
58

Indicated under the variant nsr. WB II 335, 4-11.
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punishment, prevents them from succeeding by reciting spells such as the ones cited
above.

1.7. rkH

iw.i rx.kwi Tn rx.kwi rn.T rx.kwi rn n nTr sAw.Tn
rkHt bsw axmt DAfw spdt paw
―I know you. I know your name. I know the name of your guardian god, ‗Igniter of
flame, she who destroys by searing, she who is triangular59 of flames.‘‖60

Htm xftw xnty dwAt Iarty rkH.f sn Htm xftw n nsw nb tAwy R VI mAa-hrw
―Destroyer of the enemies, who is Foremost of the Duat. O! Iarty,61 who ignites them.
Destroyer of enemies of the king, lord of the Two Lands, Ramses VI, justified.‖62

59

Here the term spdt ―sharp‖ may be etymologically linked with spdt ―triangle‖ or ―pyramid.‖
Raymond O. Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 224.
60

See also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by

Day, 121.
61

First attested in the New Kingdom, Iarty, or Iarty, is a serpent deity that holds the title ―To the
snake which belongs.‖ Identified with the serpent deities Naw, HfAw, and Ssry, Iarty was entitled to transfer
the heads and hearts of the enemies of Re. This could enable him to move the heads and hearts to a specific
destruction, and he destroys the enemies of Re by fire in the above example. Christian Leitz, Lexikon der
Ägyptischen Götter und Götterbezeichnungen 1, 146.
62

Alexandre Piankoff, ―Le Livre des Quererts,‖ Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Archéologie
Orientale 43 (1945), Pl. XCIX line 23a.
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ntsn rkH wAwAt r sAmt xftyw nw ra.sn
―They are the ones who ignite the flame in order to burn the enemies of Re.‖63
Seen as early as the Old Kingdom in the Pyramid Texts, rkH may be defined as ―to
kindle fire,‖64 ―to light fire,‖ or ―to ignite a flame.‖ 65 When used as an intransitive verb,
the term constitutes the most common definition of burning, and the examples given
above support this observation. The deities punishing the enemies include a guardian god
and possibly snakes. This example also portrays a slight variation, in which Iarty, a
protective serpent deity,66 is burning ―them,‖ namely the enemies of Ramses VI, as
defined earlier in the quote.

1.8. ss

rdi.i rx.k tw iw.k m ss xprty m nty n mAA.tw.f
―I will cause that you know yourself as ashes, having become as he who was (never)
seen.‖67

63

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 12 line 192-194.

64

WB II 458, 9.

65

Raymond O. Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 154.

66

See footnote n. 62 above.

67

Adriaan De Buck, ―The Shipwrecked Sailor,‖ in Egyptian Readingbook: Exercises and Middle
Egyptian Texts (Chicago: Ares Publishers, 1948), 101 line 15-16.
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nn xftyw nw Wsir Xrw sdwt ssw XAt ntTn Xftyw Wsir
―These enemies of Osiris, who are under flames, whose corpses have been incinerated.
They are the enemies of Osiris.‖68
Unlike some of the previous ambiguous terms, ss is clearly defined as ―to burn‖
or ―to incinerate‖ into ashes.69 In the examples cited above, ss is utilized as either a
perfect passive participial noun or a perfect passive relative sDm.f. In these examples,
those who are punished include Seth or the corpses of the enemies of Osiris. However,
the sailor from The Shipwrecked Sailor, a popular ancient Egyptian story dating to the
Middle Kingdom, is not punished. The minor snake deity, identified earlier in the story,
only threatens the sailor with incineration if the sailor does not tell him why he has come
to the island. The serpent goes on to narrate his own story of misfortune to the sailor.
The snake‘s entire family and friends went up in flames when a star fell out of the sky.70

1.9. sti

rnw nw iartw sttyw n Wsir Xnty dwAt
―The names of the uraei, ‗Those that burn for Osiris, who is Foremost of the Duat‖71

68

Alexandre Piankoff, ―Le Livre des Quererts,‖ Pl. CI line 5-6.

69

WB IV 274, 6-8.

70

Adriaan De Buck, ―The Shipwrecked Sailor,‖ in Egyptian Readingbook, 103.

71

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 65 line 100.
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stt.s n ra
―She who burns for Re.‖72
Originating in the Old Kingdom, sti occurred in religions texts ranging from the
Pyramid Texts to the Book of Gates. Translated as ―to warm,‖ or ―to make hot,‖ each
example had a distinctive pattern compared to previous terms because the deities
performing the action are serpents while no recipient is indicated in all the cases found in
the research presented. In its place is an indirect object ―for someone,‖ which may
indicate either Re or Osiris. The short phrase designates a common meaning for a name
of a deity such as ―She who burns for Re‖ and not punishment of someone. She probably
had a protective role like the royal uraeus of the king at his brow. In this role, she would
spit flames against the king‘s enemies in order to defend the king.73 Thus if an enemy
passed under her doorway, the female serpent deity protected Re from all chaos.

1.10. DAf

sbXt 2.nwt rkH(t) bsw aXmt DAft spdt paw
―The second portal: ‗Igniter of flames, she who destroys by searing, she who is
triangular of flames.‘‖74

72

Sharpe, Samuel, and Joseph Bonomi, The Alabaster Sarcophagus of Oimenepthah I., King of
Egypt (London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1864), Plate 7.
73

Richard Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (New York: Thames
& Hudson, Inc., 2003), 227.
74

Alexandre Piankoff, Le Livre du Jour et du la Nuit (Cairo: Imprimerie de l‘Institut Français
d‘Archéologie Orientale, 1942), 6.
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iw.i rx.kwi Tn rx.kwi rn.T rx.kwi rn n nTr sAw.Tn rkHt bsw axmt DAfw spd paw
―I know you. I know your name. I know the name of your guardian god, ‗Igniter of
flame, she who destroys by searing, she who is triangular of flames.‘‖75
In the Book of Nut and the Book of the Dead, DAf appears in titles of doorways and
portals in the Underworld. It translates as destroying by burning, yet the verb functions
also in the context of ―searing‖ meat or ―burning‖ the flesh of the enemies.76 Though the
phrase does not clearly indicate who is being punished, the guardian god serves as
punishment for those who are unworthy to pass. For those who can recognize these
deities and can identify them, they are able to continue on their journey.77

Idioms and Expressions
Although the ancient Egyptians utilized numerous verbs and phrases meaning ―to
burn,‖ they also employed idioms and other expressions referring to burning. Each idiom
described details about the action being performed. Therefore, these expressions merit
some attention.

75

See also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The Book of Going Forth by

Day, 121.
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WB V 522, 10-12.
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R. J. Leprohon, ―Gatekeepers of this and the Other World,‖ JSSEA 24 (1994): 83.
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“To consume”
The verb wnm,

, defined as ―to consume,‖ is normally associated with

the consumption of food, as indicated by the man determinative with his hand to his
mouth (A2). In some examples, though, evil and its members are consumed or devoured
by flames. This phrase, in turn, emphasizes the function of fire as a destructive element
that cannot be easily escaped.78

wnm Axt ir Hr m xftyw nbt nw (king) anx wDA, snb m mt m anx
―May the flame of the Eye of Horus consume all foes of the king, l.p.h., dead or alive.‖79

qqy.s m nbit.s
―It shall consume80 (you) by its flame.‖81

nn wn XAt.k nty xnt XAwt psHw.tw.k xt wnm tw nsrt
―Your corpse will not be foremost of the corpses (for) you will be bitten of fire, a flame
consuming you.‖82
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WB I 321, 21.

79

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 45 line 23/1.

80

Qk is a synonym for wnm. WB V 71, 10.

81

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 52 line 25/8.

82

Ibid., 59 line 26/18.
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“To place fire in/on”
This idiom may be defined as burning or perhaps as ―branding,‖ as argued by
Lorton.83 In either case, the meaning of this phrase is the physical act of placing
something or someone in a fire or placing the fire in/on someone. In this sense, it means
to set them on fire by touching them with a burning or red-hot object. In the examples
presented, it is normally a figure representing the recipient of the action. It is this
physical act that emphasizes the importance of destruction by fire.

r n n84 rdi sDt iw app Dd mdw sDt im.k app xft pf n ra
―A spell of setting fire to85 Apep. Recite: A flame is in you, O Apep, that enemy of
Re.‖86

Ssp.f bsw di.f sDt im.f
―He seizes the flame and sets fire in him.‖87

83

See Section 1.3 of this chapter. David Lorton, ―The Treatment of Criminals in Ancient Egypt
Through the New Kingdom,‖ Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 20:1 (1997): 18.
84

Dittography of n on passing to a new line.

85

In Late Egyptian grammar, iw is used frequently as a substitution for the preposition r preceding
a noun. Friedrich Junge, Late Egyptian Grammar, 38 section 1.1.3 (2).
86

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 45 line 22/24.

87

Ibid., 44 line 22/13. The phrase can be translated as ―He seizes the flame and ignites fire with

it.‖
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isk sSw n.k nn n rn sxty nbt sxty nbt sndt ib.k r sn m
xft nb n pr-aA anx wDA snb m mt m anH…rdit Hr xt Hr-sA rn n app Am
Xft ra di.f sw
―Now, all what is written for you are these names of all strikers (i.e. foes), male and
female,88 whom your heart fears, being the enemies of the Lord of the Palace, l.p.h, dead
or alive…placing (them) on the fire after the name of Apep burns when Re reveals
himself.‖89

di.f nH.f m XAkw r.k
―May he place his fire in those who rebel against you.‖90

aHa.n rdi.n.f xt im.s
―Then, he (the king) placed flames in her.‖91

aHa xA.f r dit xt m ax
―Standing behind it in order to place fire in the brazier.‖92

88

According to Faulkner‘s notes c-d in Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, it is explained that the second
sxty nbt is not a dittograph and appears exactly as the original source.
89

Ibid., 69 line 17-20.

90

Paul Bucher, Les Textes des tombes de Thoutmosis III et d’Aménophis II 2, 48 line 49.

91

The im.s here refers to the adulterous wife. Adolf Erman, Die Märchen des Papyrus Westcar, 4

line 9-10.
92

Mariam Ayad, God’s Wife, God’s Servant, The God’s Wife of Amun (London: Routledge, Inc.,
2009), 92; Alfred Grimm, ―Feind-bilder und Bildverbrennung,‖ Varia Aegyptiaca 4 (1988): 208-209.
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app m mnH XAt
rdit iw sDt Amm.f xfty ra
―Apep is (as) a wax figure93…is to be placed to fire so that he may burn before Re.‖94

Conclusions
The ancient Egyptians placed great emphasis on terminology and phraseology in
religious, magical, and literary texts. For the Egyptians, ―the very quality of the sounds
and the intonation of the Egyptian words contains in itself the force of the things said.‖95
This meant that words held magical powers,96 and although texts were meant to be
spoken or chanted aloud, the written word held just as much power. This power could
also act as a source of hope against the fear of incineration and nonexistence.
From the analysis of the verbs listed above, a clearer understanding of the verbs‘
functions emerges. Yet, the precise meaning of certain terms remains elusive because
oftentimes only one or two examples were available for consideration. It seems from the
above examples that there is a clear distinction in the Egyptian mind regarding fire. This
distinction may be broken into two broad categories. The verbs Am/sAm, wbd, wsh,
nwx/snwx, ns, and ss seem to have been used when describing the punishment of Egypt‘s
enemies, while the verbs Asb, rkH, sti, and DAf are specifically associated with deities, who
93

Here, the Egyptians uses XAt as corpse, but it can be accepted here as a figure.

94

Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, 46 line 23/7.

95

Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, 68.

96

Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice (Chicago: The Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago, 1993), 17.
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provide protection to the king or the gods. In this context, it is evident that these verbs do
not only represent destruction by burning, but also can be used in conjunction with spells
preventing scalding.
It is also worth noting when each word or expression was utilized. Occurring in
the Pyramid Texts in the Old Kingdom, the earliest verbs for ―to burn‖ are the verbs ns,
rkH, and sti.97 Ancient Egyptians continued to use these terms in the Middle Kingdom
Coffin Texts when the vocabulary expanded to include Am/sAm, Asb, wbd, nwx/snwx, and
ss. In the New Kingdom Book of the Dead and the Books of the Afterlife, only one new
term, wsh, was introduced. All such terms were used well into the Ptolemaic period (c.
332-30 B.C.) and were utilized in magical texts and literature. Magical texts included the
two Ptolemaic texts, the ―Anti-Seth Ritual‖98 and the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus,99 as well
as the New Kingdom ritualistic burning of shades in Hatshepsut‘s chapelle rouge, or Red
Chapel,100 and the Stele of Neferhotep, which dates to the Thirteenth Dynasty in the
Middle Kingdom.101 Thus, there seems to have been a diachronic development of these

97

WB II 335, 4; WB II 458, 9-19; WB IV 330.
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The ―Anti-Seth Ritual‖ dates to the Ptolemaic era. Siegfried Schott, Urkunden mythologischen
Inhalts. Bucher und Sprüche gegen den Gott Seth, Urk. 6 (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs‘sche Buchandlung,
1929).
99

Robert Ritner thoroughly explains the role of magical texts and its significance within religious
texts in The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice. He also discusses the findings from the
Mirgissa Deposit, an assemblage of ritual objects found adjacent to the second cataract fortress. Roughly
dating to the mid Thirteenth Dynasty, the excavation yielded significant objects referencing the ritual act of
incineration. Thus a better understanding of the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus, dating to the Ptolemaic era, may
be gained from the significance of this site. Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical
Practice, 153-158.; Raymond Faulkner, The Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, Brussels: Bibliotheca Aegyptiaca,
1933.
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Mariam Ayad, God’s Wife, God’s Servant. The God’s Wife of Amun, 90-92; Alfred Grimm,
―Feind-bilder und Bildverbrennung,‖ 207-214.
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D. Randall-MacIver, A.C. Mace, and F. Ll. Griffith, El Amrah and Abydos, Plate XXIX.
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terms. In contrast, few literary sources like the Westcar Papyrus, originating in the
Twelfth Dynasty (c. 1985-1773 B.C.) of the Middle Kingdom,102 and the Shipwrecked
Sailor, a Middle Kingdom account,103 reference terms ―to burn.‖

The Fear of Destruction by Burning
The ever expanding vocabulary of words, expressions, and idioms meaning ―to
burn‖ may reflect the Egyptians increasing fear of the destruction of the body. For
according to the ancient Egyptian belief system, destruction by burning meant nonexistence, i.e. total and eternal annihilation of the individual. The root of that belief lies
in their concept of what constituted a person‘s identity and what was needed to achieve
an afterlife. The identity of an individual composed of five essential elements: the bA (
―the personality‖ or ―the soul‖), kA (,
―the name‖), Swt (

―the double,‖ ―life force,‖ or ―spirit‖), rn (

“the shadow‖), and Ha (

―the body‖).104 Normally

depicted as a human-headed bird, the ba is essentially ―the sum total of all the nonphysical things that make each human being unique.‖105 It is believed that the ba could
eat, drink, speak, and move on its own. To receive nourishment, the ba left the body and
traveled up from the burial shaft, through the false door, and into the tomb chapel, where

102

Adolf Erman, Die Märchen des Papyrus Westcar: Einleitung und Commentar 1 (Berlin: W.
Spemann, 1890), 4 line 9-10.
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Adriaan De Buck, Egyptian Readingbook, 101 line 15-16.
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Sue D‘Auria, Peter Lacovara, Catharine H. Roehrig, Mummies & Magic: The Funerary Arts of
Ancient Egypt (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1988), 43.
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numerous offerings were placed for the sustenance of the deceased‘s ka.106 The ba could
also ascend to the world of the living.107 The ba then returned to the tomb and reunited
with the body every night (Fig. 10). As the life force of the deceased, the ka could also
leave the body but was restricted to the tomb. The body was the physical shell of human
existence, and its preservation was essential for survival in the afterlife, as the ka and ba
needed to be periodically reunited with the body.108 Thus, the body‘s importance
stemmed from its role as the dwelling of the ka and the ba. The ancient Egyptians
desired to protect and preserve the body so that the ka and ba could easily recognize it.109
Since fire consumed the corpse, incineration of the body brought about the
complete destruction of the whole being as it deprived the ka and the ba from their abode,
thus without it, or any of the five elements of the individual, the soul would perish.110 It
is this notion of incineration and destruction by burning that the ancient Egyptians feared.
Beginning in the Old Kingdom and stretching into the Ptolemaic period, the expanding
vocabulary of such terms and expressions demonstrated this growing fear of
nonexistence.
This fear may also have grown in preparation to the Egyptians‘ increasing
exposure to external stressors. A very dark and tumultuous period occurred between the
Old and Middle Kingdoms. Known to Egyptologists as the First Intermediate Period, the
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John H. Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, 18-20; Salima Ikram, Death and
Burial in Ancient Egypt (London: Longman, 2003), 26-28.
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drought, famine, and social instability of that period survives in the genre of Pessimistic
literature.111 Likewise, the Second Intermediate Period witnessed the occupation of
significant part of Egypt by the Hyksos, literally ―Rulers of Foreign land,‖ for almost two
centuries.112 With the expulsion of the Hyksos, the New Kingdom began during which
Egyptian rulers sought to expand their territorial boundaries both south, and more
significantly, to the north-east into Syrio-Palestine.113 Those military campaigns led to an
increased level of cross-cultural interactions. These interactions did not occur on the
battlefield. Rather, Egyptians regularly brought back ―live-captives,‖ who were then
eventually incorporated into the now ever-changing social fabric of Egypt.114 As these
settlers needed to learn Egyptian and through the natural evolution of language, the
language itself witnessed an expansion, whereby grammatical forms of Late Egyptian
multiplied.115 As the language became more explicit, in spelling as well as in grammar,
new vocabulary developed to express new words as well as new concepts introduced into
the language.116 The fall of the New Kingdom precipitated by a weak economy and court
intrigue gave the Egyptians new reasons for anxiety. Political turmoil, economic
111
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instability, and highly publicized tomb robberies all combined to cause a shift in burial
practices.117 Rather than inscribe their tomb walls with the appropriate funerary texts,
more and more of these texts became incorporated into the burial equipment of the
deceased and placed as close to his body as possible, both on the coffins enclosing his/her
body as well as on ever-expanding funerary papyri.118 The archaeological and historical
evidence, presented in the next chapter provide further evidence regarding destruction by
fire.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESTORING ORDER: CAPITAL PUNISHMENT AND DEATH BY FIRE
As we have seen in Chapter Three, incineration is mentioned in a number of
textual sources, yet the archaeological evidence from the Mirgissa deposit dating to the
Middle Kingdom may shed a different light on the physical act of destruction by fire.
The historical account in the Memphis Stela commemorating Amenhotep II‘s year 7 and
9 (c. 1427-1400 B.C.) military campaigns to Canaan can also provide further evidence for
destruction by burning.

The Mirgissa Deposit
In November 1962, excavations at the ancient site of Mirgissa,1 a Middle
Kingdom fortress town situated in Upper Nubia near the Second Cataract, uncovered four
separate but related internments. Each deposit, located some 600 meters from the
fortress, remained intact. The main deposit was composed of sand mixed with fragments
of dust, silt, debris, and pottery powder. Though the pit‘s dimensions only measured 68
cm deep, 200 cm in diameter and 100 cm at the bottom,2 the analysis of the pit‘s contents
revealed 197 broken inscribed red vases, 437 broken uninscribed red vases, and 346
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The excavation and survey at the site of Mirgissa were undertaken by the French archeological
mission under the supervision of Professor J. Vercoutter.
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André Vila, ―Un ritual d‘envoûtement au Moyen Empire Égyptien,‖ in L’Homme, hier et
aujourd’hui. Recueil d’études en homage à André Leroi-Gourhan edited by Marc Sauter (Paris: Éditions
Cujas, 1973), 69.
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assorted silt artifacts, which included anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figurines, models
of boats and tools, and unidentifiable artifacts.3
The second pit, located 4.75 meters from the first, contained a human skull buried
upside down within a broken pottery cup. The skull was missing its mandible, and its
incisors were flush with the ground surface.4 Beside the skull were small traces of
beeswax dyed with red ochre, which both Muhlestein and Ritner suggest were the
remains of melted wax figurines.5 A flint knife was buried approximately 20 cm from the
skull.6 The remainder of the human skeleton was located nearby in a third pit but
appeared in very poor condition almost as if discarded rather than buried. However, it is
important to note that examination of the skull‘s fragile remains suggested a Nubian
origin.7
The fourth and final pit, located eleven meters from the initial deposit, contained
three limestone prisoner figurines with a head of a fourth. Two were almost entirely
intact while the third was broken into small fragments, and each was approximately 145
mm in length. It is particularly interesting that the anterior surface was entirely inscribed,

3

André Vila, ―Un ritual d‘envoûtement,‖ 630; Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian
Magical Practice, 153-154.
4

André Vila, ―Un ritual d‘envoûtement,‖ 630-631; Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient
Egyptian Magical Practice, 162-163; Kerry Muhlestein, ―Violence in the Service of Order: The Religious
Framework for Sanctioned Killing in Ancient Egypt‖ (PhD diss., UCLA, 2003), 50.
5

André Vila, ―Un ritual d‘envoûtement,‖ 631, n. 15; Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient
Egyptian Magical Practice, 159; Kerry Muhlestein, ―Violence in the Service of Order,‖ 49.
6

For more a more detailed discussion regarding the role of knives, refer to Robert Ritner, The
Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice, 163-164.
7

André Vila, ―Un ritual d‘envoûtement,‖ 637-638; Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient
Egyptian Magical Practice, 162-163; Kerry Muhlestein, ―Violence in the Service of Order,‖ 49.
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and all displayed signs of intentional blows to the top of the skull prior to the addition of
the statuettes‘ hair.
When examined closely, the texts were identified as the ―Execration Texts,‖8 a
corpus of writings that list names of individuals, groups, and locations which were
perceived as hostile. These particular texts, written on either figurines or pottery, were
quite specific in regards to the intended victims. These included Nubians, hostile
Egyptians, chiefs, military commanders, foreign countries, and theoretical threats of evil
thoughts, plots, and nightmares.9
According to Ritner, these adversary figurines and their texts point to a ritual
ceremony that aimed at thwarting or eradicating any enemies of the king. Ritner explains
these figurines as a substitute image of those victims, an Egyptian counterpart to the
‗voodoo doll.‘10 These figurines would then act as a sort of prophylactic symbol, similar
to magical wands or the act of walking on enemies,11 and the ritual act of destroying the
object by any means, whether smashing, binding, stabbing, cutting, or burning, meant the
termination of any rebellion against the king or the god.12 Therefore, the burning of a
8

Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice, 137 and 158.

9

Edda Bresciani, ―Foreigners,‖ in The Egyptians, ed. Sergio Donadoni (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1997), 222. See also Georges Posener, ―Les texts d‘envoûtement de Mirgissa,‖ Syria 43
(1996): 283.
10

Robert Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice, 137.

11

Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, 78-79.

12

The earliest findings of this ritual, known specifically as the Execration Ritual, are found at Giza
dating to the Old Kingdom and continued into the Roman Period numbering to over 1,000 deposits. The
main sources to understanding the ritual are located in manuscripts such as the Papyrus Salt 825 (Papyrus
B.M. 10051), P. Louvre 3129, P. British Museum 10252, and the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus (P. British
Museum 10188). For more information regarding the breaking of the red pots ritual, refer to Jane
Assmann, ―Spruch 23 der Pyramidentexte und die Ächtung der Feinde Pharaohs.‖ In Hommages à Jean
Leclant, ed. Catherine Berger, Gisèle Clerc, and Nicolas Grimal. Bibliothèque d'Étude 106, Vol. 1(Cairo:
Institut français d‘archéologie orientale, 1994), 53. For the publication of the Papyrus Salt 825, see
Philippe Derchain, Le Papyrus Salt 825 (B.M. 10051): Rituel pour la conservation de la vie en Égypte,
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fashioned object, such as the wax figures found at Mirgissa, brought about harm to the
person or entity it represented.13 Thus in the Egyptian mindset, the ritual burning of wax
figures was a measure to ward off any physical danger.

The Memphis Stela
The reign of Amenhotep II also provides relevant information regarding capital
punishment by burning. Amenhotep II campaigned into Syria-Palestine during his
seventh and ninth year of his reign. Following his campaigns, he recorded his endeavors
on two stelae, one erected at Memphis and the other at Karnak. The stelae listed the
spoils of war and his actions in battle.14 The texts on the stelae are nearly identical. The
only significant difference between them is the shorter description of the second
campaign on the Karnak Stela.15 The crucial part of the text for our study comes from the
Memphis Stela, which highlights the punishment of Amenhotep II‘s enemies by the king
himself. It is recorded that:16

Brussels: Palais des Académies, 1965. For P. Louvre 3129 and P. British Museum 10252, see Siegfried
Schott, Urkunden mythologischen Inhalts. Urkunden des aegyptischen Altertums 6, ed. Georg Steindorff
(Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1929), 4-59. For the Bremner-Rhind Papyrus, see Raymond Faulkner, The
Papyrus Bremner-Rhind, Brussels: Bibliotheca Aegyptiaca, 1933.
13

Ibid., 158.

14

Peter Der Manuelian, Studies in the Reign of Amenophis II, (Hildesheim: Gerstenberg Verlag,
1987), 226; Anthony Spalinger, War in Ancient Egypt, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 141.
15

Both the Memphis and Karnak stelae were restored during the Nineteenth Dynasty after being
damaged during the Amarna Revolution, with poorer restoration on the Karnak Stela. The Memphis Stela
was later usurped by an unidentified Twenty-first Dynasty prince and used in the construction of his burial
chamber ceiling. Douglas Petrovich, ―Amenhotep II and the Historicity of the Exodus-Pharaoh,‖ The
Master’s Seminary Journal 17/1 (Spring 2006): 94. See also Donald B. Redford, ―The Coregency of
Tuthmosis III and Amenophis II,‖ JEA (Dec., 1965): 119.
16

Wolfgang Helck, Urkunden Der 18. Dynastie, fascicle 17: Biographische Inschriften von
Zeitgenossen Thutmosis’ III. und Amenophis’ II. (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1955), 1307.
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prt Hm.f Hr Htri dwAt r dmi n i-tw-r-n Hna mk-ti-r-[int
aHa.n sxm Hm.f anx wDA snb mi sxm sxmt mntw Hr Wsr
inn.f wrw.sn 34 mrw]yn 57 Sttiw anxw 31Drt 372 ssmwt 54 wrryt 54 r-mnw [xaw nb n aHA
nxtw nb nw rTnw Xrdw.sn Hmt.sn xt.sn nb
m]-xt mAA.n Hm.f pA HAq aSA wrt iw tw Hr mAA st m sqr-anx
iw tw Hr [irt Sdy 2 m qd.sn nb
mk mH st m xt]
iw Hm.f m rsw Hr.s r Axt iw pAy.f ikHw Hr wnmy waw nn wa nb Hna.f
ist pA mSA wA r.f Hrw sDmw-AS pr-aA
His Majesty emerged upon a horse at dawn against the town of Itwrn along with
[Mektirint.
Then, His Majesty, l.p.h., triumphed like the power of Sekhmet and like Montu in
Thebes.
He brought their chiefs: 34; mariannu]: 57; the living Asiatics: 31; hands: 372; horses:
54; chariots: 54; [including their weapons of war, and all the strength of the Retchenu,
their children, their wives, and all their possessions.]
After His Majesty inspected the plentiful and great plunder, regarding them as captives.
He17 was [making 2 ditches with all pertaining to them.
Look, (one) filled them with fire.]
His Majesty kept watching over them until sun-rise while his battle-axe was in his righthand, alone, without anyone with him.
Indeed, the army was far from him, along with the servants of the Palace.18
Scholars have debated over the text‘s translation, specifically concerning the two
trenches set on fire. In turn, two distinct viewpoints emerge. Faulkner and Helck
translate m qd.sn nb as ―all around them‖ noting

m qd as a variant to

.19

Helck then translates these sentences as "One made two ditches around them all and
filled it with fire." This translation implies the ditches were placed on fire in order to
prevent the enemies' escape.20 Others like Spalinger, Yelvin, and Manuelian (as

17

The word tw, the impersonal pronoun, came to refer to the king in Late Egyptian. See Jaroslav
Černý and Sarah Israelit Groll, A Late Egyptian Grammar (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico,
1993), 29-30.
18

The author‘s transcription and translation.

19

WB V 78, 10.

20

Raymond Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 282.; WB V 78, 10.; Peter Der
Manuelian, Studies in the Reign of Amenophis II, 72-73, 226.
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suggested by W.J. Murnane) offer another viewpoint, arguing that, in fact, the ditches are
not the objects on fire but the prisoners themselves are being burned.21 If taken literally,
m qd with the papyrus-roll determinative

, the phrase may have two different

translations, ―likewise‖ and ―together,‖ which is taken from singular version m qd wa.
―Likewise‖ does not fit into this context, therefore ―together‖ is our only alternative.
Moreover, Manuelian also argues that the suffix pronoun .sn refers to the prisoners rather
than the dual ditches-Sdy.22
In this context, if taken literally, Amenhotep II threw the prisoners and all of their
belongings into the ditch and burned them up. This type of brutal treatment by kings like
Amenhotep II23 was not uncommon. Many bore witness to, and participated in, such
sanctioned killings including punishment by fire.24 For our purposes, we can see the
various levels of criminal punishment throughout Egyptian history. In turn, these
sanctioned killings, like those shown in the Memphis Stela, represents plausible evidence
in our understanding of destruction by burning.

21

Sh. Yelvin indicates within his article ―Amenophis II‘s Asianic Campaigns‖ the corpses are
only burned, and nothing indicates the prisoners were burned alive. Spalinger, on the other hand, notes
within War in Ancient Egypt, and in his article ―The Historical Implications of the Year 9 Campaign of
Amenophis II,‖ Amenhotep II burned his enemies while they were still alive. In this specific case, I have
chosen to not definitively argue whether the prisoners were dead or alive since it is remains ambiguous in
the text. Sh. Yelvin, ―Amenophis II‘s Asianic Campaigns,‖ JARCE 6 (1967): 127; Anthony Spalinger,
War in Ancient Egypt, 141; Anthony Spalinger, ―The Historical Implications of the Year 9 Campaign of
Amenophis II,‖ JSSEA 13 n. 2 (Spring 1983): 92.
22

For more of a discussion on Manuelian‘s argument, see Peter Der Manuelian, Studies in the
Reign of Amenophis II, 72-73 and 226 no. 17.
23

In the third year of his reign, Amenhotep II sanctioned the execution of seven chiefs of Takhsy.
Peter Der Manuelian, Studies in the Reign of Amenophis II, 73.
24

In his dissertation, Muhlestein focuses on sanctioned killings ranging from the Early Dynastic
Period to the end of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty (c. 3000-550 B.C.). For more information regarding
sanctioned killings, refer to Kerry Muhlestein, ―Violence in the Service of Order.‖
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Conclusions
Despite only examining two examples concerning punishment by fire, the
Mirgissa Deposit and the Memphis Stela still represent evidence for burning as a form of
capital punishment. Archaeological evidence and original textual, historical accounts
enable us to gain some insight into the perspective of the ancient Egyptians. Many of the
archaeologically retrieved objects cannot outright tell us their original function,25 and
great care must be taken when attempting to interpret their original function.
Similarly, many textual accounts primarily served as propaganda for a king or
accounts written by the king to demonstrate his superiority over his opponents through
containment or destruction. These statements may have exaggerated facts or, in some
cases, be complete fiction. Hence, they must be approached with caution. Nonetheless,
such texts may give us an impression of the events, acts, or crimes leading to specific
types of possible punishments by the king. 26
In its context, the fortress site at Mirgissa was founded on hostile land that needed
to be ―appeased.‖ Thus, the archaeological evidence found in the Mirgissa Deposit,
specifically the wax figurines, was used in a ritualistic ceremony to ward off any dangers,
and the burning of these figures meant their destruction. The Memphis Stela from the
reign of Amenhotep II also mentions burning as a form of punishment, specifically as
royal propaganda. In both cases, this theme of death by incineration has a long history in
ancient Egyptian culture, tracing back to Middle Kingdom texts such as the Neferhotep
25

For more information regarding the nature of archaeology, refer to Colin Renfrew and Paul
Bahn, ed., ―Introduction: The Nature and Aims of Archaeology,‖ in Archaeology: Theories, Methods, and
Practice (London: Thames & Hudson, 2008), 12-18.
26

For more information regarding historical literature, refer to Christopher J. Eyre, ―Is Egyptian
Historical Literature ―Historical‖ or ―Literary‖?‖ in Ancient Egyptian Literature, ed. by Antonio Loprieno,
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 415-434.
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Stela and the New Kingdom text from the Westcar Papyrus.27 Evidence for death by
incineration is drawn from royal propaganda, and the punishments employed include
beatings,28 flaying,29 decapitation, 30 impaling,31 and burning enemies alive.32 Each
penalty was chosen based on a person‘s degree of guilt. Punishment by fire was reserved
for only offenses against the king or rebellion against the god, particularly Amun and
Osiris.33 Incineration was used ―to ensure that the offender is denied an afterlife by the
complete destruction of the body.‖34

27

See Chapter Three, footnote 35 and 91. In each case, these punishments were due to rebellious
acts including adultery and sacrilege. Anthony Leahy, ―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt,‖ 201.
28

Punishment for not paying taxes, David Lorton, ―The Treatment of Criminals in Ancient Egypt
Through the New Kingdom,‖ 25-26. Punishment for false litigation, ibid 41-42.
29

Punishment for desecration, Kerry Muhlestein, ―Violence in the Service of Order,‖ 97-99.

30

Decapitation was a punishment regularly utilized throughout Egyptian history. It first appears
as early as beheaded enemies on the Narmer Palette, dating to the Predynastic Period, and continued
throughout Egyptian history.
31

In context, the selling of an animal belonging to the state or listing under a register other than of
Osiris was punished by impalement. David Lorton, ―The Treatment of Criminals,‖ 26; Impalement was
also chosen as punishment for tomb robbery, Ibid., 33-35.
32

There is a shared argument among scholars about whether burning refers to branding, as David
Lorton argues in ―The Treatments of Criminals in Ancient Egypt,‖ or to burning alive, as Anthony Leahy
disputes in ―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt.‖ I believe there is substantial evidence supporting Anthony
Leahy‘s argument; therefore, I will concentrate on only the evidence of enemies being burnt alive. To view
both arguments, see David Lorton, ―The Treatment of Criminals in Ancient Egypt,‖ 2-64; Anthony Leahy,
―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt,‖ 199-206.
33

Anthony Leahy, ―Death by Fire in Ancient Egypt,‖ 201.

34

Ibid., 201.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS
This thesis has attempted to present new insight into the Egyptians‘ conception,
and fear, of destruction by burning through an examination of the Lake of Fire motif.
The Lake of Fire, illustrated in twenty-two known vignettes, is typically surrounded by
both braziers and baboons. Two Twenty-first Dynasty funerary papyri, those of
Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy, exhibit an unusual motif: the addition of black figures
depicted stretched out within the borders of the lake. These two vignettes have not been
discussed much in previous studies. In both papyri, the scene is accompanied by minimal
texts. This kind of concision, or indeed the total absence of texts, makes it extremely
hard, but not impossible, to explain the figural representations, specifically the beheaded
humans, found in the vignettes associated with spell BD 126.
The evidence presented in this thesis shows that the addition of these enemy
figures can be linked to the representations of the lower register of the Eleventh Hour in
the Amduat and to spell BD 126. These vignettes are both conceptual and reflective of
the spell‘s purpose, which is intended to both destroy all enemies of the gods and to
provide protection for the deceased to ensure his/her safe passage to the afterlife. As we
saw in Chapter Two, the Eleventh Hour of the Amduat, with its depictions of fallen
enemy figures, helps us better understand who is being punished and their means of
punishment. The textual evidence from the Amduat clearly defines the recipients of this
kind of punishment as the xftyw nw ra ―enemies (literally opponent) of Re‖ and the xftyw
nw Wsir ―enemies of Osiris.‖ The presence of the fallen enemy figures in the pits of the
Eleventh Hour of the Amduat is conceptually similar to the placement of the black
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(beheaded) figures inside the lake of fire. The textual content of the spell BD 126 sheds
further light on the active players in this scene and where it took place.

Spell BD 126
In spell 126 of the Book of the Dead, the deceased addresses the guardians of the
Lake of Fire. In this particular spell, the guardian figures are identified as four baboons.1
He says:
O you four baboons who sit in the bow of the Bark of Re, who raise up
truth to the Lord of All, who judge poor and rich, who propitiate the gods
with the breath of your mouths, who give god‘s-offerings to the gods and
invocation-offerings to the spirits, who live on truth and gulp down truth,
whose hearts have no lies, who detest falsehood: expel my evil, grip hold
of my falsehood, and I will have no guilt in respect of you. Grant that I
may open up the tomb, that I may enter into Rosetjau, and that I may pass
by the secret portals of the West. There shall be given to me a shens-cake,
a jug of beer and a persen-loaf, just like those spirits who go in and out in
Rosetjau.
The baboons reply: Come, so that we may expel your evil and grip hold
of your falsehood so that the dread of you may be on earth, and dispel the
evil which was on you on earth. Enter into Rosetjau, pass by the secret
portals of the West, and there shall be given to you a shens-cake, a jug of
beer, and a persen-loaf, and you shall go in and out at your desire, just like
those favoured spirits who are summoned daily into the horizon.2
The ultimate purpose of the Book of the Dead, known to the Egyptians as the
Book of Coming Forth by Day, is to help the deceased arrive safely to a better hereafter
known, to the Egyptians, as the Rosetjau.3 The term Rosetjau, r-sTAw

1

See Chapter Two, section labeled as Common Aspects.

2

As translated by Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, 115.

3

Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 17.
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, can

describe two separate locations, one being the ancient Egyptian cult site of Sokar,4 the
god of the Underworld at Memphis,5 while the other being the mythical destination of the
blessed dead similar to the ―Field of Reeds.‖ 6 In a literal sense, the singular form, r-sTA,
is a compound term that can be translated as to ―the place of dragging‖7 or ―the place of
passages.‖8 In the Coffin Texts, the text stipulates that the region of Rosetjau lies ―at the
boundary of the sky‖ and contains the corpse of Osiris.9 Furthermore, Coffin Text spell
CT 1050 states that the deceased wishes to reach this place for whosoever sees Osiris will
not succumb to death.10
In the second part of the spell, the baboons allow the deceased, who is now
rejuvenated and supplied with offerings of bread and beer, to continue his journey
through the Duat, their Underworld.11 First attested in the Old Kingdom,
dwAt ―Duat‖ is originally derived from the word

dwAt referred to the place of the

4

WB II 398, 9-10. The original character of Sokar was a god of the Memphite cemeteries,
represented as a god in human form with falcon head. It is not until the late Old Kingdom when Sokar took
on the aspect of the god of the Underworld because of ―the location of his principal cult-centers in the
Memphite necropolis.‖ For a complete description of Sokar, see Edward Brovarski, ―Sokar,‖ LÄ V
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1984), 1055-1074.
5

Christine M. Coche-Zivie, ―Ro-setau,‖ LÄ V (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1984): 304-305.

6 Leonard Lesko, ―The Field of Hetep in Egyptian Coffin Texts,‖ JARCE 9 (1971-1972): 89-101.
7

The word for sTA is translated as ―to drag‖ when referred to things. See Raymond Faulkner, A
Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 255; WB IV 351, 7-12.
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Howard Carter and Alan H. Gardiner, ―The Tomb of Ramesses IV and the Turin Plan of a Royal
Tomb,‖ The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 4: 2/3 (Apr.-Jul., 1917), 137; Christine M. Coche-Zivie,
―Ro-setau,‖ 304.
9

Erik Hornung, The Ancient Egyptian Books of the Afterlife, 11.
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Adriaan De Buck, The Egyptian Coffin Texts 7, 302 line e.
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Raymond Faulkner, A Concise Dictionary of Middle Egyptian, 310; WB IV 351, 7-12.
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morning twilight, denoted by the determinative

.12 In the Pyramid Texts, the Duat is

identified as both a vast region lying beneath the earth and an area to the east of the sky
where the sun and stars rise.13 It was also the realm where the grave of Osiris is found,
and it was the region where Re passed through on his nightly journey beneath the earth.14
When Re encountered the corpse of Osiris, the sun god resurrected Osiris thereby
rejuvenating himself and allowing the sun to rise again. As Taylor explains, ―(t)his union
served as the model for the joining of ba and the mummy, by which ordinary mortals
were rejuvenated.‖15 Yet, the Duat holds dual features. It can be a place of rejuvenation,
or the Duat also can be a dangerous place containing deserts, rivers, and islands that the
deceased must pass to be reborn. In the Bakenmut papyri, the Duat is the only word used
in the Lake of Fire vignette, thus identifying the Lake of Fire as another one of these
dangerous places found in the underworld.
The Duat was also populated with menacing and grotesque beings who posed
threats to the deceased during his/her journey. They were given horrendous names like
―Burning-of-face, who goes out retreating,‖16 or ―Eater of intestines.‖17 Scholars identify

12

In the Pyramid Texts several variants of the word occur. The most common is
dAt,
with the w dropped, though the term is still transliterated as dwAt. Kurt Sethe, Übersetzung und Kommentar
zu den altagyptischen Pyramidentexten I (Gluckstadt: J.J. Augustin, 1935), 49.
13

WB V 415, 4-5. See also Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead, 143; John H.
Taylor, ed., Journey Through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead (London: British Museum
Press, 2010), 132.
14

Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead, 143.

15

John H. Taylor, Death and the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, 29.

16

Adriaan De Buck, The Egyptian Coffin Texts 4, 270 line b.

17

Raymond O. Faulkner, The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Plate 31 line 16.
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these beings as demons, but the notion of ―demon‖ seems to be misconstrued owing to
modern connotations.
Our common understanding of the word ―demon‖ portrays them as malevolent
beings meant to terrorize and cause fear, and in the Egyptian religion some may be
identified as such. According to some ancient Egyptian beliefs, however, demons existed
in the space between order and chaos, maat and isfet, making them either beneficial or
dangerous to humans or deceased. These beings were normally under the control of
higher deities such as Re, the sun god, or Sekhmet, the goddess of war and pestilence.18
As such, we can recognize two distinct classes of demons, a protector, i.e. guardian, or an
offender. For the purposes of this section, the role of the protector or guardian is
particularly important.19
According to Dimitri Meeks, guardians may assume either a passive or dynamic
―protective-aggressive role‖ in order to protect a specific location or a specific person. In
their passive role, the guardians repel whoever posed a threat to the object or place the
guardians protect. In their dynamic role, they punish those who caused chaos in the
ordered world.20
Because the deceased must be able to recognize these guardians, they are
described and depicted with much precision. In pictorial representations, some are
18

Geraldine Pinch, Magic in Ancient Egypt, 34.

19

For more information regarding demons, refer to Rita Lucarelli, ―Demons (benevolent and
malevolent),‖ in UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, ed. Jacco Dieleman, and Willeke Wendrich (UC Los
Angeles: UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, 2010): 1-11, http://escholarship.org/uc/item/1r72q9w, and
Herman te Velde, ―Dämonen,‖ in Lexikon der Ägyptologie, vol. I, ed. Wolfgang Helck and Eberhard Otto
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1975), cols. 980-984. For a detailed list of names and their functions, see Jan
Zandee, Death as an Enemy, 200-206.
20

Dimitri Meeks, ―Demons,‖ in Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, ed. Donald B. Redford, 1
(Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2001), 375.
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portrayed as humans, while others are animal-headed, bird-headed, or have the heads of
reptiles or insects.21 Some are also armed with weapons like knives and torches. As
discussed in Chapter Two, the vignette with spell BD 126 normally depicts the guardians
of the lake as baboons, who sit at its four corners. In their characteristic pose, the
baboons sit on their haunches, while their hands are placed on their knees and their tails
beneath them.
In spell BD 126, it is the baboons who act as the guardians of the Lake of Fire. In
their passive role, they patiently sit and wait for the deceased to reach them. In their
aggressive role, the baboons protect the Lake of Fire. If the deceased knows the required
spell and is able to identify who these baboons are, the baboons will let him/her pass.
However, for those who are unworthy, it can be understood that the baboons will destroy
those individuals.
Although this spell does not include a title and has no earlier precursors in the
Pyramid Texts or Coffin Texts, the aim of spell BD 126 was to provide the deceased with
regeneration by food and water and safe passage through the Lake of Fire.22 However,
the baboons would punish the deceased who were proven unworthy or dishonorable and
would make them endure a second, everlasting death. Thus, spell BD 126 also evoked
the fear felt by the ancient Egyptians being unable to escape the dangers of the lake and
its guardians.23

21

Rita Lucarelli, ―Demons,‖ 5.

22

See Chapter Two, section labeled as Typical Vignettes.

23

Jan Zandee, Death as an Enemy, 160-161.
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The Concept of Amalgamation
Regarding the production of funerary papyri, Niwiński argues that the inclusion of
the extensive number of spells and formulas in their full, illustrated versions would be
both practically impossible and extremely expensive to produce.24 Thus, it was the
decision of the artist or the patron25 whether to include the text or the image of a
particular spell in their funerary papyrus. This concept of ―amalgamation‖ allowed for
various abbreviations in a papyrus, yet still retained its intended meaning. Although only
vignette of spell BD 126 occurs in the papyri of Bakenmut and Nestanebtawy, and no
explicatory texts are included, it can be argued that the fallen, stretched out figures
achieved, pictorially, the purposes of the textual content of the spell.
The representation on the lower register of the Eleventh Hour in the Amduat
complements and further sheds light on the scene depicted in spell BD 126. In the
Eleventh Hour, those who are confined to the bottom register and punished are the
enemies of the god. The position of these enemies in the bottom register is symbolic
because Re and other deities tread above them in the upper registers. As discussed
above, this symbolic placement dates back to the Narmer Palette. Every element of their
being, including their bas, their shadows, and even their heads, are destroyed. The
purpose of their destruction is to maintain the order of the world. If not destroyed, the
enemies of the gods would cause the sun god to not rise or be reborn in the last, the
twelfth, hour of the night, thus causing total chaos.
24

Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban Funerary Papyri of the 11 th and 10th
Centuries B.C. (Freiburg, Schweiz: Universitätsverlag, 1989), 20.
25
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landowners. See Toby Wilkinson, ―Social Stratification,‖ in Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, ed.
Donald B. Redford, 3 (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2001), 302-303.
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These black figures depicted in the Lake of Fire may then be identified as enemies
of the gods and, in turn, serve as symbols of all of Egypt‘s foes. In the Bakenmut and
Nestanebtawy funerary papyri, the Lake of Fire scene is included not to portray
punishment, but rather these horrible images of the enemies are used to capture the
terrifying dimension of total destruction by burning. In turn, those individuals who
include this spell in their papyri equipped themselves with the required knowledge to
avoid meeting a similar destiny. This meant that when the deceased approached the Lake
of Fire in the afterlife, he would know the correct spell to prevent the baboons from
delivering him/her to the state of non-existence, or destruction by fire.
At the patron‘s or artist‘s discretion, the final product formed an amalgamation of
various elements from the Book of the Dead and other books of the afterlife combined
into one papyrus.26 When applying this principle to ancient Egyptian practices, the
patron wanted to furnish his burial with the most complete forms of the Book of the Dead
and other Books of the Afterlife because these compositions represented, to him/her, a
guide towards achieving an afterlife.27
The textual evidence examined diachronically in Chapter Three further illustrates
the ever expanding vocabulary relating to terms and expressions meaning ―to burn,‖
which may point to the Egyptians‘ increasing fear of the destruction by fire. A
distinction also emerges concerning those terms. Of the twelve verbs examined in that
chapter, four were used in conjunction with protective deities, while eight were clearly

26

Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban Funerary Papyri of the 11 th and 10th
Centuries B.C., 19 and 22.
27

Salima Ikram and Aidan Dodson, The Mummy in Ancient Egypt: Equipping the Dead for
Eternity (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 1998), 15.
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reserved for use in connection with various forms of punishment by fire. That the
majority of terms and expressions had to do with punishment is another clear indication
of the Egyptians‘ intense fear of this form of destruction/punishment. Further, two verbs
clearly emerge as likely candidates to describe the action taking place in the vignettes that
represent the Lake of Fire. The first is wbd ―to scald,‖ which is seen in the title of spell
BD 63B, whose textual content seem to describe the act of burning/scalding enemies.
The other verb is nwx and its causative form snwx, which both mean ―to burn‖ or ―to
simmer‖ and seem to occur in many contexts associated with liquids.28
Also the historical accounts, such as the Memphite Stela of Amenhotep II, and the
archaeological evidence at Mirgissa show that this form of punishment, destruction by
burning, was reserved for the most heinous crimes such as offenses against the king or
the gods, or other forms of rebellion against the established order. This same concept of
execution of the enemy underlies the use of these figures which further enhances the
overall meaning of the Lake of Fire scene—total destruction of all aspects of the evil
individual thereby maintaining cosmic order.
The purpose of this study was to examine these two scenes and place them in
context. Additionally, analysis of these figures demonstrated that possible reasons for
their inclusion may include: avoiding the fate of destruction by burning, vanquishing the
enemies of the gods, or being victorious over the forces of chaos like Re.
Overall, the ancient Egyptians‘ fear of total annihilation such as by incineration
fueled their imaginations and actions to develop these religious concepts of chaos and
order. Hopefully, this thesis has provided a better understanding that these vignettes,
which expressed the importance of destruction of Egypt‘s enemies, while simultaneously
28

See Chapter Two, section regarding the terms wbd and nwx/snwx.
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serving as protective spells for the deceased and by extension bringing about the
restoration of order into the world.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: TABLES

Table 1: Chart regarding Twenty-two Lake of Fire Vignettes

Source

Papyrus of
Bakenmut

Museum
Number

Louvre
N. 3297

Date

Elements

Adjacent
Scenes

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
black human
figures

A doubleheaded serpent
with human
legs above
Geb
Six seated
gods and spell
BD 148

Papyrus of
Nestanebtawy

Cairo
S.R.VII.10651

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
black human
figures

Papyrus of Ani

British
Museum
EA 10470/33

Nineteenth
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Negative
confession
(Spell BD 125)
Offerings to
the gods, spell
BD 87, and
adoration of
the solar barge

Papyrus of
Neset-taNebet-Taui

Cairo
S.R.VII.11493

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners,
baboons, and
the deceased

Papyrus of
Tanefer

Cairo
S.R.VII.10244

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners and
baboons

Negative
confession
(Spell BD 125)

Papyrus of
Djed-Mut-iues-ankh

Cairo
S.R.VII.10223

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Weighing of
the heart and
an offering to
Maat

Papyrus of Tashed-Khonsu

Cairo
JE 40016

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Spell BD 110
and
spell BD 86

Papyrus of TaUdja-Re

Cairo
JE 34033

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
the deceased

Spell BD 110
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Table 1: Chart regarding Twenty-two Lake of Fire Vignettes

Source

Museum
Number

Date

Elements

Adjacent
Scene
Spell BD 148
and
the weighing
of the heart
(Spell BD 125)

Papyrus of
Khonsu-mes B

Vienna
N. 3859

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners,
baboons, and
mummiform
bearded
figures

Papyrus of
Pa-Neb-enKemet-Nekht

Cairo
JE 85

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Prayer before
11 gods and
hare-headed
goddess
Geb and Nut,
spell BD 81,
and
spell BD 87

Papyrus of
Nesi-pa-kashuty

Louvre
E.17401

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners,
baboons, and
mummiform
figures of Shu
and Maat

Papyrus of
Neb-hepet

Turin
S. 1768

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners and
baboons

Spell BD 110

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
the deceased

Spell BD 110,
and the
weighing of
the heart
(Spell BD 125)
Offerings to
Osiris and
offerings to the
judges

Papyrus of
Aa-ner

Turin
S. 1771

Papyrus of
Pa-di-amun

Cairo
S.R.VII.10232

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Incense
burners,
baboons, and
mummiform
figures of
Osiris

Papyrus of
Bakenmut
(Cairo)

Cairo Museum
S.R.VII.10231

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Weighing of
the heart and
purification

Papyrus of
Ankhefenmut

Cairo
S.R.VII.10652

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Solar boat and
spell BD 149
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Table 1: Chart regarding Twenty-two Lake of Fire Vignettes

Date

Elements

Adjacent
Scene

Cairo
S.R.VII.10249

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
figures of gods
and goddesses

Weighing of
the Heart

Papyrus of
Keres-enKhonsu

N/A

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
mummiform
figures

Spell BD 126

Papyrus of
Pa-di-Amun

Cairo
JE 95879

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

Spell BD 149

Papyrus of
Asetimbity

British
Museum
EA 9904

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers and
baboons

The weighing
of the heart
(Spell BD 125)

Anonymous
Papyrus

Berlin
P. 3152

Twenty-first
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
mummiform
figures

BD 148

Anonymous
Papyrus

British
Museum
EA 9913

Nineteenth
Dynasty

Braziers,
baboons, and
snakes

Negative
Confession

Source
Papyrus of
Usirhatmes

Museum
Number
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Table 2: Chart regarding verbs for ―to burn‖

Verb

Doer of the action

Receiver of the
action

Context

Papyrus BremnerRhind
page 46 line 23/6-7

Am

Person carrying
out the spell;
clean man

Apep

Punishment
and before Re

Amduat-2nd hour
page 12 line 192-194

Am

They (men)

Enemies of Re

Punishment

Amduat-3rd Hour
Page 19 line 147-150

Am

They (men)

Enemies

Punishment

Amduat-5th Hour
Page 32 line 63

Am

They (eight male
gods)

Corpses of the
dead

Punishment

Amduat-5th Hour
Page 92 (Hornung)
over 387-390

sAm

They (the four
heads)

His enemies
("this god")

Punishment

Amduat-6th Hour
Page 45 line 216

Am

You all (snakes)

Enemies of
Khepri

Punishment

Amduat-7th Hour
Page 47 line 22-23

Am

He (uraeus)

Them (your
enemies)

Punishment

Amduat-8th hour
page 60 line 226

Am

The cutting one

The dead, who
are in it

Punishment;
last portal

Anti-Seth ritual
page 51 line 15-16

Am

You (female
uraeus)

His bones
(Seth)

Punishment

The Man Who Was
Tired of Life

smAmt

The soul of the
man

The man
(inferred)

ThreatPunishment

Coffin Texts IV
page 270 line b

Asb

Guardian of the
gate

N/A

Protection to
the king and
gods

Stele of Neferhotep
XXIX line 5-6

wbd

The king,
Neferhotep

Men

ThreatPunishment

Book of the Dead
page 133 line 3

wbd

NO doer

Person
(inferred)

Prevention

Sources
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Table 2: Chart regarding verbs for ―to burn‖

Sources

Verb

Doer of the action

Receiver of the
action

Context

Book of the Dead
page 354 line 11

wbd

Her name,
mistress of all
gods

The rebels

Punishment

Papyrus BremnerRhind page 52 line
25/6

wsh

Speaker

Apep

Threat;
punishment

Coffin Texts V
12 line d

nwx

N/A

Speaker

Prevention
of being burnt

Book of the Dead
133 line 7-8

nwx

N/A

Speaker

Prevention
of being burnt

Papyrus BremnerRhind
page 46 line 23/10

snwxt

Person carrying
out the spell

Apep

Spellpunishment
(in a fire of
bryony)

Papyrus BremnerRhind
page 45 23/3

snwxt

I (speaker)

You (Apep)

SpellPunishment

Papyrus BremnerRhind
page 56 line 26/4

snwxt

Person carrying
out
the spell

Apep

Spellpunishment
(in a fire of
bryony)

Coffin Texts III
337 line f

ns

The finders of the
Great One

Me

Prevention of
being burnt

Book of the Dead
page 353 line 3-4

rkH

Guardian god
(uraeus)

Flames

Protection to
the king and
gods

Amduat 2nd Hour
page 12 line 192-194

rkH

They (male)

Flames

Protection to
the king and
gods

Book of Caverns
XCIX line 1

rkH

Iarty-male uraeus

Them
(enemies)

Punishment

78

Table 2: Chart regarding verbs for ―to burn‖

Sources

Verb

Doer of the action

Receiver of the
action

Context
Punishment;
destruction

Book of Caverns
CI line 5-6

ss

N/A

Corpses of
Osiris‘s
enemies

Shipwrecked Sailor
page 101 line 15-16

ss

I (The snake)

You (Sailor)

Threat/
Punishment
Destruction

Seth ritual
page 51 line 15-16

ss

You (female
uraeus)

Seth (his
ashes)

Threat/
Punishment
Destruction
Protection to
the king and
god, Osiris

Amduat-9th Hour
page 65 line 100

sti

Serpents (female)

No receiver
(intransitive)

Book of Gates
Pl. 7 or any plate

sti

She (snake)

No receiver
(intransitive)

Protection to
the king and
god, Re

Book of Nut page 39
Book of the Dead page
353 line 4

DAf

The second door

N/A

Punishment
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APPENDIX B: FIGURES

Figure 1. Lake of Fire vignette from the papyrus of Bakenmut (N. 3297), from Thebes,
Egypt, late 21st Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C). Paris, Louvre Museum. From Cairo,
Egyptian Museum. From Alexandre Piankoff and N. Rambova, Mythological Papyri 2
(New York: Bollingen, 1957), papyrus no. 12.
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Figure 2. Lake of Fire vignette from the papyrus of Nestanebtawy (S.R.VII.10651), from
Deir el-Bahari, Egypt, 21st Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C.). Cairo, Egyptian Museum. From
Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Nes-ta-nebet-taui,‖ available from http://www.schott.unitrier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=503; Internet; Accessed March 3, 2011.
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Figure 3. Lake of Fire vignette from papyrus of Ani (EA 10470/33), from Thebes, Egypt,
19th Dynasty (reign of Ramesses II, c. 1279-1213 B.C.). London, British Museum. From
Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, ed. Carol Andrews
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000), 118-119.
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Figure 4. Lake of Fire vignette from papyrus of Neset-ta-Nebet-Taui (S.R.VII.11493),
from Thebes, Egypt, 21st Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C.). Cairo, Egyptian Museum. From
Alexandre Piankoff and N. Rambova, Mythological Papyri 2 (New York: Bollingen,
1957), papyrus no. 8.
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Figure 5. Lake of Fire vignette from the papyrus of Tanefer (S.R.VII.10244), from
Thebes, Egypt, 21st Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C.). Cairo, Egyptian Museum. From
Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Tanefer,‖ available from
http://www.schott.uni-trier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=516; Internet; Accessed March 3,
2011.
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Figure 6. Lake of Fire vignette from the papyrus of Djed -Mut-iu-es-ankh
(S.R.VII.10223), from Thebes, Egypt, 21st Dynasty (c. 1069-945 B.C). Cairo, Egyptian
Museum. From Andrzej Niwiński, Studies on the Illustrated Theban Funerary Papyri of
the 11th and 10th Centuries B.C. (Schweiz: Universitätsverlag Freiburg, 1989), Plate 31b.
See also Siegfried Schott, ―Papyrus von Djed -Mut-iu-es-ankh,‖ available from
http://www.schott.uni-trier.de/schott.php?ac=e&id=101; Internet; Accessed March 3,
2011.
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Figure 7. Decapitated enemies from the Narmer Palette (JE 32169), from Hierakonpolis,
Egypt, Naqada III/Dynasty 0 (c. 3200-3000 B.C.). Cairo, Egyptian Museum. From
Francesco Raffaele, ―Narmer Palette,‖ available from
http://xoomer.virgilio.it/francescoraf/hesyra/palettes/narmerp1.jpg; Internet; Accessed
March 15, 2011.
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Figure 8. Atum and the ―Weary Ones,‖ from the tomb wall of KV 17, from Thebes,
Egypt, 19th Dynasty (during the reign of Seti I, c. 1294-1279 B.C.). Francis Dzikowski,
―Book of Gates, first division (P)/second hour (H), scene 8: Atum and the ‗Weary
Ones,‘‖ available from
http://www.thebanmappingproject.com/database/image.asp?ID=16206; Internet;
Accessed March 15, 2011.

Figure 9. Lower Register of the Eleventh Hour in the Amduat. From Erik Hornung, Das
Amduat: Die Schrift des Verborgenen Raumes 1(Wiesbaden: Ägyptologische
Abhandlungen, 1963), Plate 20-21.
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Figure 10. The ba of the individual returning to the tomb. From Sue D‘Auria, Peter
Lacovara, Catharine H. Roehrig, Mummies & Magic: The Funerary Arts of Ancient
Egypt, (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1988), 44.
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